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Abstract
The response to intervention (RtI) framework assists schools in identifying students who
struggle to close achievement gaps. The problem examined for this study was lack of
fidelity in the application of RtI, possibly leading to an increase in special education
referrals. The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to gain a better understanding of
the perceived needs of teachers to implement RtI with fidelity. The goal was to use the
results to create professional development (PD) for teachers to implement RtI with
fidelity. The conceptual framework was based on Ely’s conditions of change and
Rogers’s diffusion of innovation theory. The research questions focused on the
implementation of RtI and the perceptions of teachers regarding fidelity in implementing
RtI in the classroom. Participants were 10 elementary teachers from 6 different schools.
Data were gathered through semistructured interviews of the 10 teachers using RtI in the
classroom and were analyzed through a priori and open and thematic coding. Findings
included common themes related to the need for PD, including knowledge, clear
guidelines, resources, and coaching. Based on the findings, a project was created for a 3day PD for teachers in the district, along with professional learning communities to
support teachers after the training and individual coaching for specific teachers’ needs to
refine the implementation of RtI with fidelity. The analyzed data were used to provide
recommendations and a project that could be used to address the fidelity of the ongoing
application of RtI in the local setting. This study may contribute to positive social change
by promoting early intervention of at-risk students, targeted interventions at students’
instructional level, fewer referrals to special education, and success for students in the
appropriate and least restrictive environment.
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Section 1: The Problem
The Local Problem
The problem that drove this study was lack of fidelity in the implementation of
response to intervention (RtI) under the multitier systems of support (MTSS) framework
in the local setting, possibly leading to an increase in special education referrals. RtI was
intended to be a systemic process using a multitier approach to improve the identification
of students with disabilities (SWD) through universal screening, intensive intervention,
and progress monitoring of responses to evidence-based interventions (EBI; Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act [IDEA], 2004). MTSS is a data-driven, problem-solving
framework designed to improve student outcomes academically, behaviorally, and
social/emotionally (Freeman et al., 2017; Stahl, 2016). MTSS integrated RtI and the
Positive Behavioral Intervention and Supports (PBIS) under a new framework to assist
struggling students using a whole-child approach.
RtI, the focus of this study, is a three-tiered system of support for all students.
Tier 1 involves a whole-class approach in which 80% of students are successful under
teacher instruction using high leveraged practices (Stahl, 2016). All students are
monitored through universal screening. If students begin to struggle, Tier 2 supports
such as small-group differentiated instruction are added to Tier 1 instruction. Typically,
15% of students need Tier 2 instruction temporarily (Stahl, 2016). If a student continues
to struggle, Tier 3, intensive intervention, may be added to Tier 1 and Tier 2 instruction.
Tier 3 is focused on a specific deficit area at the student’s instructional level and is
provided in a small group of only one to three students, with progress being monitored
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weekly at instructional level. Approximately 5% of students will need Tier 3 instruction
(Stahl, 2016). Students who do not show growth at an adequate rate with Tier 3 supports
may be referred for special education evaluation. The importance of RtI fidelity is that it
enables correct identification of students who may have a disability based on the data at
each tier (Armendariz, 2016).
Due to increasing referrals to special education and the adoption of MTSS in the
State of Georgia, the local district recognized the need to adopt MTSS sooner rather than
later. The district hired a team of MTSS facilitators with knowledge of the framework
and how the implementation should take place within the district. During the initial
implementation phase, a breakdown was observed as schools did not have resources they
needed, time was not allocated in each school’s master schedule, and incentives were not
present. Due to the gap between current practices and how RtI should be implemented,
participation and commitment from teachers were lacking.
According to the MTSS district coordinator, the district leaders determined,
through records review, that RtI was either not implemented at all or was implemented
with very little effort and no accountability throughout the process before the adoption of
MTSS. The MTSS district coordinator also stated that, through a review of district
student records, school personnel documented concerns that RtI had been implemented
with little accountability and had continued with a lack of fidelity throughout the process.
The compliance reviews at each school in the district revealed a trend of lack of EBI for
students struggling below grade level. The trend revealed that it was unclear when, and if,
the interventions were occurring, how often, and if progress monitoring was being
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collected for individual students. The MTSS district coordinator also stated that the
review of schools found that students were remaining in Tier 3 for several years before
being reviewed for possible testing for special education services. When implemented
with fidelity, RtI has been shown to decrease the number of students identified with a
learning disability and to improve the appropriateness of referrals to special education
(Barrett & Newman, 2018; Castro-Villarreal, Villarreal, & Sullivan, 2016). However,
according to the special education director at the research site, there has been an increase
in student referrals for special education services within the district, specifically at the
elementary level, despite RtI being implemented within the county. Additionally,
according to the director of special education services in the district, RtI has been viewed
as a road to special education rather than as it was intended—as a prevention process
using evidence-based interventions and progress monitoring to make decisions for
individual students (Swindlehurst et al., 2015).
The local MTSS district coordinator stated that the implementation of RtI lacked
fidelity, resulting in an increase of referrals to special education over the last 3 years.
The district coordinator specified that the lack of fidelity involved not using EBI; not
delivering interventions per the protocol, which specified the correct delivery of
interventions, the number of times per week that interventions should be delivered, and
the appropriate length for each session; as well as lack of documentation of progress
monitoring. After a district examination of individual students’ intervention plans,
progress monitoring, and data at each school, the observation was made and stated by the
MTSS district coordinator that there was a lack of fidelity in the implementation of RtI.
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The district coordinator noted that without fidelity of RtI implementation, referrals to
special education increase because of skewed data and inaccurate decision-making. The
district review revealed that the number of referrals for special education testing by the
local district’s student support team (SST) has increased by 60% over 3 years in the
elementary school setting, showing a trend that needed to be addressed. According to the
MTSS district coordinator, implementation of the RtI process under the MTSS
framework within elementary schools was inconsistent and ineffective for identifying
students for special education services; thus, improvements needed to be made. A lack of
fidelity in the RtI framework indicates a gap in practice between effective and ineffective
intervention and can result in incorrect student referrals for special education testing
(McKenna & Parenti, 2017).
Lack of fidelity of RtI is a problem in the broader education profession. Maier et
al. (2016) found that although full implementation of RtI was applied in many states,
there was a lack of fidelity and clarity with regard to the specific RtI process. Sanetti and
Collier-Meek (2015) stated that the biggest obstacle to RtI in the states using the RtI
framework was the fidelity of intervention delivery, resulting in inappropriate decisionmaking and less effective student outcomes. Cakiroglu (2015) explained that because RtI
is utilized in many states as part of the process for special education services in
identifying a student’s disability, when RtI is not implemented and applied with fidelity,
student outcomes will be poor, resulting in students being identified as nonresponders,
possibly leading to special education referral. This indicates a gap in practice between
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high-fidelity application of RtI in schools by teachers and what many school
demonstrated in the district review of RtI implementation.
Rationale
IDEA (2004) requires that schools implement EBI to students who are struggling
academically or behaviorally prior to referral to special education (Brendle, 2015;
Hudson & McKenzie, 2016; McKenna & Parenti, 2017). IDEA also lifted the
requirements of using only achievement and intellectual ability to determine the
identification of students with a specific learning disability (SLD; Hudson & McKenzie,
2016; Maier et al., 2016). Unless implemented and applied with fidelity, RtI decreases
the effectiveness of positive student outcomes, which may lead to inappropriate referrals
to special education (Alahmari, 2019; Barrett & Newman, 2018; Brendle, 2015; Preston,
Wood, & Stecker, 2016; Sanetti & Collier-Meek, 2015).
This study was conducted because, at the local site, there had been an increase in
special education referrals due to lack of fidelity in the implementation of RtI, possibly
leading to misidentification of SWD. Since 1975, students identified with a learning
disability have increased by 200%, with research suggesting that the increase has been
due to misdiagnosis (Cakiroglu, 2015; Preston et al., 2016). Fidelity of implementation
and application is a critical issue for schools and districts during the initial
implementation of RtI and during the ongoing process (Brendle, 2015; Khoury,
McIntosh, & Hoselton, 2019). Researchers have suggested that schools utilizing RtI as a
failure-prevention system have yet to adequately apply the framework to its full potential,
noting a lack of positive outcomes and skewed data for interpretation (Arden, Gandhi,
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Edmonds, & Danielson, 2017; Ruffini, Lindsay, Miskell, & Proger, 2016). Positive
outcomes in RtI consist of closing the achievement gap, showing adequate growth for
learning although the student is behind, and determining the appropriate rate of
acquisition for a student to close the gap. Without fidelity, positive outcomes are not
always apparent. Often, when the data for interventions are viewed, the progress
monitoring is often on grade level, the progress monitoring is not consistent with the
intervention, or the baseline and goal may not coincide with one another. Fidelity is
crucial for correct data analysis and positive student outcomes.
The fidelity of RtI at the district and school level is a problem. After the adoption
of the MTSS framework in 2018, the MTSS district coordinator stated that the district
noted a lack of fidelity of the application of RtI in the past through assessing individual
student intervention plans, progress monitoring, and data analysis. Students were being
found eligible for special education without appropriate data documented in intervention
plans such as EBI, intervention time, and progress monitoring. The district was using
psychological testing and school recommendations; however, many students were not
documented as receiving tiered interventions to support students and gauge the growth
rate of the students. After the adoption of MTSS, district leaders began looking into RtI
and the problems associated with overidentifying and misidentifying students for special
education and sought to begin proper implementation of RtI under the new framework.
Definition of Terms
The definitions that are used in the MTSS framework are listed below to provide
clarity to the readers of this study.
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Evidence-based interventions (EBI): Practices for which there is documented
empirical evidence of effectiveness in producing results and improving student outcomes
when implemented (Freeman et al., 2017).
Fidelity: The degree to which interventions are provided to students as intended
per an intervention protocol (McKenna et al., 2014).
Implementation: Implementation is not an event; it is a process that takes 2 to 5
years to complete in many school districts (Khoury et al., 2019).
Multitiered systems of support (MTSS): A framework of intervention and supports
for the whole child, including academic, behavior, and social/emotional supports (Pierce
& Mueller, 2018).
Response to intervention (RtI): A multitier system of support to meet the
academic and behavioral needs of all students as a preventive measure prior to failure
(Hougen & Eberhardt, 2017).
Specific learning disability (SLD): A disorder in one or more of the basic
psychological processes needed for understanding language, written or spoken, that may
manifest itself in the areas of listening, thinking, speaking, reading, writing, spelling, or
performing mathematical calculations.
Significance of the Study
The results of this study could be used to deeply understand the current
implementation and the ongoing application of RtI in the research setting and the
teachers’ perceived needs to implement RtI within the district better. Often, teachers are
not aware of how and why RtI must be implemented and what factors ensure its success
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(Alahmari, 2019; Preston et al., 2016). A better understanding of why there is a lack of
fidelity of RtI could lead to more effective implementation, thus improving the results of
special education identification through RtI at the local level. The results of the study
provide insight into the current barriers that teachers face when delivering EBI to
struggling students and the process of identifying those students who are and are not
responding to interventions (McKenna & Parenti, 2017). MTSS specifies that EBI are
critical for the fidelity of RtI. The interventions should have empirical support that
suggests a high effect size, meaning that they have been proven to work when
implemented with fidelity and aligned with the student’s specific need (Freeman et al.,
2017). Identifying struggling students before failure and providing appropriate, intensive
EBI may decrease the number of special education referrals through the RtI process when
progress monitoring shows adequate student growth. Preston et al. (2016) stated that
applying RtI with fidelity and proper implementation will yield appropriate referrals to
special education. Improved application of RtI can assist students with academic deficits
and identify students who may have a SLD. RtI, when practiced with fidelity, can
prevent the over identification and misclassification of students to special education
(Barrett & Newman, 2018). The results of this study provide a better understanding of
teacher needs for successfully utilizing RtI with fidelity for struggling students and
appropriate decision making concerning students receiving additional testing for special
education or continuing Tier 3 interventions over a period of time if progress is adequate.
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Research Questions
The problem at the research site was a lack of fidelity in the implementation of
RtI, possibly leading to an increase in special education referrals. At the local site, there
has been an increase in referrals for special education testing for struggling students. The
purpose of the study was to examine teachers’ perceived needs to better implement RtI at
the project study site and explore how teachers were utilizing RtI for struggling students.
The research questions were used to help understand the implementation of RtI in the
local setting and to understand the perspectives of general and special education teachers
regarding their perceived needs for implementing RtI appropriately and with fidelity.
RQ1: How are teachers in one southeast suburban school district implementing
RtI to assist struggling learners and reduce referrals to special education?
RQ2: What are the perceived needs of teachers to better implement RtI with
fidelity?
Review of the Literature
Conceptual Framework
The framework for this study was based on Ely’s (1990) conditions of change and
Rogers’s (1983) diffusion of innovation theory. The State of Georgia has adopted the
national model of the MTSS framework, which includes the three-tiered RtI model, as
shown in Figure 1, to support students and properly identify students in need of special
education services. The research district quickly adopted the framework for a 5-year
implementation to bring consistency and fidelity to a lacking RtI process. In the district,
there continues to be a lack of fidelity with the implementation of RtI at the school and
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classroom level. District change is difficult, and ensuring the fidelity of change is
challenging.

Figure 1. Three-tiered RtI model adopted from Georgia Department of Education. From
Georgia’s Tiered System of Supports for Students: Implementation Step-By-Step
Guidance (p. 4), by Georgia Department of Education, 2019
(https://www.gadoe.org/Curriculum-Instruction-and-Assessment/Special-EducationServices/Documents/MTSS/GA%20MTSS%20Implementation%20Step%20By%20Step
%20Guidance.pdf). In the public domain.
Ely found that when organizations adopt changes, certain influences occur within
the environment (Ellsworth, 2017). For change to occur, Ely found that the environment
of the innovation is as important as the characteristics of the change itself (Ellsworth,
2017). The eight conditions needed for change to take place are (a) dissatisfaction with
the status quo, (b) sufficient knowledge and skills for implementation, and availability of
(c) resources, (d) time, (e) incentives, (f) participation, (g) commitment, and (h)
leadership, although not all may exist in every environment of change (Ely, 1990). Ely’s
theory applies directly to the implementation of RtI within the district. For RtI to be
effective and implemented with fidelity, the goal is for each condition specified within
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Ely’s theory to be satisfied (Ellsworth, 2017; Ely, 1990). The current study was designed
to focus on the conditions for change that teachers perceived as not currently being
provided within the district.
Also grounding the study was Rogers’s (1983) diffusion of innovation theory,
which involves the internal characteristics of change in an organization. The theory was
developed to explain how, over time, an idea or concept gains momentum and spreads
throughout an organization when implemented using the attributes of the theory (Rogers,
1983; Sahin, 2006). The attributes for adopting a change include relative advantage,
compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability (Ellsworth, 2017; Rogers, 1983).
Diffusion of innovation focuses on the evolution of a concept rather than on changing
people—in this case, teachers. With the adoption of MTSS, RtI has been monitored more
closely by the district for compliance when students are referred for special education
testing.
In the adoption of a new concept, the first attribute is relative advantage. Relative
advantage involves whether an innovation is better than the practice it replaces
(Ellsworth, 2000; Rogers, 1983). The second attribute, compatibility, refers to the need
for the innovation, as well as its consistency with existing values and past practices
(Ellsworth, 2000; Rogers, 1983). The third attribute of Rogers’s theory is complexity.
Change is difficult in itself; therefore, the chance of an innovation being diffused and
completed with fidelity is greater if the innovation is easy to understand (Ellsworth, 2000;
Rogers, 1983). The final two attributes are trialability and observability. Trialability is
the ability to adopt the innovation a little at a time, over time (Ellsworth, 2000; Rogers,
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1983). MTSS has a 5-year implementation timetable within the district and is being
infused within schools in stages. Observability, the final attribute, refers to the ability to
see the innovation being used by others and to observe the successes and failures of early
adopters (Ellsworth, 2000; Rogers, 1983). The attributes suggested by Rogers can assist
districts when introducing new innovations to schools. This study focused on the
teachers’ perceptions of each attribute within the implementation change of RtI.
Review of the Broader Problem
RtI was intended to be a systematic process to improve the identification of SWD
through screening, intervention, and monitoring to determine how children respond to
EBI (IDEA, 2004). The rationale for the adoption of RtI throughout the United States
was to assist in correctly identifying students with disabilities alongside the discrepancy
model and to assure accountability for student outcomes as a result of IDEA (2004) and
the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 (Alahmari, 2019; March, Castillo, Batsche, &
Kincaid, 2016). Researchers have found that RtI is not occurring as intended, finding
that less than 10% of districts provide guidelines and sufficient support for sustainability
(Arden et al., 2017; Maier et al., 2016; Zumeta, 2015). Without fidelity of
implementation, RtI may not show sufficient improvement in student outcomes
(Goodman & Bohanon, 2018). Additionally, a lack of fidelity may lead to inadequate
decision making regarding whether or not a student has a disability (Regan, Berkeley,
Hughes, & Brady, 2015). At the local site, there is a concern regarding the fidelity of RtI,
which may lead to an increase in special education referrals. As a social change agent, I
aimed to understand each teacher’s needs for implementing RtI with fidelity and barriers
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that may hinder the process within the classroom setting. Understanding the needs and
concerns of the teachers can help the district in making best practice recommendations
for supporting teachers through the implementation and with the sustainability of RtI and,
in return, assist in positive student outcomes and proper identification of those in need of
special education services.
To locate material for the literature review, I implemented a thorough search
strategy using several platforms. The search for literature on the broader problem
involved ERIC, ProQuest, Google Scholar, Walden Library, and Taylor & Francis.
Terms for searching peer-reviewed journals included response to intervention, fidelity of
response to intervention, response to intervention and referrals to special education,
MTSS, multitier systems of support, and fidelity of RtI within MTSS. Each key term was
searched in the databases listed, and scholarly, peer-reviewed articles were selected that
were published within the past 5 years.
Fidelity of Application
Lack of fidelity regarding the RtI process at the local site has been a concern as
the district has observed an increase in special education referrals. The fidelity of the
ongoing RtI framework is critical to the proper identification of SWD, as well as student
outcomes (Khoury et al., 2019; McKenna et al., 2014). Based on school evaluations of
RtI, schools struggle to apply the framework with fidelity and integrity as intended
(Arden et al., 2017). Schools continue to encounter problems with the fidelity of RtI,
which impact the effectiveness of the framework and its outcomes (Sanetti & CollierMeek, 2015). Rogers’s (1983) diffusion of innovation theory shows the need for
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reducing uncertainty when introducing innovation for social change (Sahin, 2006).
Uncertainty and lack of understanding can result in problems with fidelity and treatment
integrity (Marrs & Little, 2014). Poor student outcomes result from a lack of fidelity at
the district, school, and classroom levels, resulting in one of the biggest hurdles seen
throughout the country in the RtI framework application (Sanetti & Collier-Meek, 2015).
Without treatment fidelity using EBI, students may not show an increase in academic
growth, resulting in a negative trend line that may lead to an inappropriate referral for
testing (Sanetti & Collier-Meek, 2015). With the use of EBI and the provision of
intervention with integrity based on the protocol of the intervention, student outcomes
may show adequate growth to eventually close the achievement gap.
In an effort to reach positive student outcomes, fidelity must occur at all tiers in
the RtI process. Positive student outcomes include an increase in academic growth
during the intervention and progress monitoring at an appropriate rate of acquisition for a
student to exhibit learning, but not need for specialized instruction through special
education. If the student learns at an appropriate rate based on the intervention protocol,
then a referral for special education testing would not be needed. IDEA (2004) indicated
that schools would no longer use the discrepancy model only to identify SWD, but rather
would analyze a lack of response to intervention as a requirement for special education
eligibility (Alahmari, 2019; Maier et al., 2016). Because RtI is used as a referral tool for
the identification of special education eligibility, fidelity is a crucial piece of the referral
process. Without fidelity, it is not appropriate to make decisions regarding special
education services (Sanetti & Collier-Meek, 2015). However, RtI continues to lack
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clarity and consistency within schools and school districts, and decisions are occurring
without treatment fidelity (Cakiroglu, 2015; Maier et al., 2016). Assessments of fidelity
are needed but are lacking, for continuous improvement, as well as for the challenges for
each school’s implementation of RtI (Arden et al., 2017). Schools continue to fall short
of full implementation of the RtI framework with fidelity due to treatment integrity and
follow-up systems to assess the fidelity of intervention delivery (Maier et al., 2016;
Sanetti & Collier-Meek, 2015). When implementation occurs with fidelity, not only do
student outcomes increase, but students are correctly identified for special education
testing and services as a natural part of the framework (Khoury et al., 2019). When
interventions are not implemented with fidelity, their effectiveness is adversely impacted
by the teacher and the student (McKenna et al., 2014). McKenna et al. (2014) also stated
that factors directly related to lack of fidelity include the complexity of interventions,
access to resources, effectiveness, and characteristics of the intervention provider.
Misidentification of Students
Over the years, students were identified for SLD using the discrepancy model.
Between 1975 and 2000, students identified with a learning disability (LD) doubled,
largely due to misdiagnosis and lack of interventions (Preston et al., 2016). Some
students who were found to have LDs were later identified as poor readers who did not
receive early interventions with consistency (Preston et al., 2016). In 2004 under IDEA,
RtI was added as a component of a prevention system for identifying SWD, rather than
waiting for students to fail (Armendariz, 2016; Brendle, 2015; Cakiroglu, 2015; Stahl,
2016). Ely’s (1990) conditions of change indicate that in order for sustainable change to
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take place, there must be dissatisfaction with the status quo or a need for change
(Ellsworth, 2017). In the district, there is a need to implement RtI with fidelity to reduce
the misidentification of students as requiring special education. Over several years,
minority students identified with an SLD have increased, although many do not manifest
characteristics of a disability, but instead may not have received intensive interventions
with consistency and fidelity (Cakiroglu, 2015). Not only are minority students being
misidentified as at risk, but students are not receiving interventions with fidelity and
appear to be unresponsive to intervention if not implemented with fidelity. When
students are not provided with fidelitous interventions prior to referral for special
education testing, they may be misidentified as disabled (Polcyn, Levine-Donnerstein,
Perfect, & Obrzut, 2014). Prior to the development of the RtI framework, assessment
data were not always used to match student needs with interventions, resulting in
misidentifying students in need of special education services (Fan, Bocanegra, & Ding,
2016). Implementing RtI with fidelity not only reduces referrals to special education, but
also helps to avoid the misidentification of students as disabled when no disability is
present based on exclusionary factors (Polcyn et al., 2014).
Lack of Knowledge
Ely (1990) found that for change to take place, the adopters must have sufficient
knowledge and skills to effectively implement change within a system (Ellsworth, 2000;
Ely, 1990). Zumeta (2014) explained that school district leaders continue to struggle to
understand effective ways to implement RtI for sustainability. Although teachers have
some knowledge of RtI, their understanding is not sufficient to implement the practice
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with fidelity (Castillo et al., 2016). When schools and teachers do not understand all of
the components of RtI, the system will not be sustainable. Teachers state that not
understanding EBI, progress monitoring, and data analysis tend to be issues within
schools that require knowledge for appropriate decision making for students (Alahmari,
2019). Many schools struggle with identifying students in need of intensive support in
lieu of special education referrals (Zumeta, 2015). Teachers also report difficulty in
distinguishing between small group intervention and more intensive interventions for a
full-scale model for all students (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Vaughn, 2014).
Additionally, schools face challenges when implementing various subcomponents
of RtI, such as Tier 3 interventions to an ELL student (Ruffini et al., 2016). Research has
shown that lack of knowledge is a barrier to fidelity when implementing a new
innovation (Brendle, 2015). Rogers (1983) explained that if a new innovation can be
observed, the likelihood of understanding will begin to emerge. Many teachers feel
inadequately prepared to work with diverse groups of students, much less while
implementing a framework not fully understood (Alahmari, 2019). Observability is a
component needed for teachers to understand RtI and its effectiveness better.
Lack of Professional Development
One of the biggest challenges shown in research is that PD is needed but not
adequate (Castillo et al., 2016). When provided PD, educators are more likely to buy in
to RtI and the positive student outcomes provided when done with fidelity (Preston et al.,
2016). There is a gap between implementing practice in the classroom and PD
experiences (Brown, 2016). State educational agencies (SEA) report that fewer than 10%
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are providing guidelines and PD or coaching for the framework’s implementation in
school districts (Arden et al., 2017). In research, teachers state that PD is critical for
understanding what RtI encompasses in all areas (Sanetti & Collier-Meek, 2015).
Because teachers are responsible for ensuring that intervention and progress monitoring
are done with fidelity for valid decision making, they believe that ongoing PD is essential
for the effectiveness of RtI (Alahmari, 2019; Cakiroglu, 2015). Without PD, the fidelity
of implementation for a large-scale innovation significantly decreases (Castillo et al.,
2016). PD will equip teachers with the necessary skills not only for implementation, but
also for appropriate decision making (Fuchs et al., 2014; King-Thorius, Maxcy, Macey,
& Cox, 2014). A significant challenge of implementing RtI with fidelity as a problemsolving process is teacher knowledge and lack of training (Brendle, 2015). The diffusion
of innovation theory demonstrates that teachers need opportunities to understand,
examine, and observe an innovation, which come through professional learning and
support throughout the implementation phase and beyond (Ellsworth, 2000; Rogers,
1983).
Time and Resources
When implementation of a new framework occurs in a school district, time and
resources must be available for teacher and student support. Alahmari (2019) found that
schools lack resources and even personnel to assist with the implementation and fidelity
of RtI. Brendle (2015) also stated that time, staffing, and lack of resources are barriers to
effectively implementing RtI with fidelity. Without proper resources, Rogers’s attribute
of complexity becomes apparent when teachers must find and use resources not provided
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to them for implementation. The cost to hire staff to assist with smaller groups and
increase intervention time is high, as staff need to be knowledgeable and experienced in
RtI and its components (Fuchs et al., 2014). According to Ely (1990), resources are a
necessary component and must be accessible to teachers for change to be effective and
sustainable (Ellsworth, 2017; Ely, 1990). In addition to resources, finding time to
implement interventions with fidelity is a challenge within classrooms (Polcyn et al.,
2014).
Implications
This study focused on teachers’ perceived needs to better implement RtI at the
local research site. The project was based on a current review of the literature and the
findings from the study. Findings from the participant interviews included PD and
coaching for teachers to more effectively implement and sustain RtI. PD may include,
but not limited to, improving understanding of RtI and special education, the
effectiveness of RtI, the procedures, and the importance of the fidelity of RtI. The
findings of the research will be used to improve the implementation and fidelity of RtI in
the research district to improve student success and proper identification of SWD.
Summary
In summary, RtI was intended to be a systemic process to improve the
identification of students with disabilities through screening, intervention, and monitoring
to determine how a child responds to EBI (IDEA, 2004). The rationale for the adoption
of RtI throughout the United States was to properly identify students with disabilities and
to assure accountability for student outcomes as a result of IDEA (2004) and No Child
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Left Behind (2002; March et al., 2016). Lack of fidelity may lead to inadequate decision
making regarding whether or not a student has a disability (Regan, Berkeley, Hughes, &
Brady, 2015). Although RtI has been viewed as a path to special education, it is meant to
be a prevention before failure process, instead of a reaction to failure process, or as a tool
to appropriately identify students in need of special education services through intensive
interventions (Swindlehurst et al., 2015).
The local research site has experienced an increase in referrals to special
education thus leading to the need for a study understanding teachers’ needs to better
implement the RtI framework. The study was designed as a basic qualitative study to
examine the needs of teachers for implementing RtI effectively through interviews by
understanding how the RtI framework is implemented and the barriers that prevent the
fidelity of RtI. Ely’s conditions of change and Rogers’s diffusion of innovation theory
will be a lens through which the study is conducted.
The literature review that was conducted revealed barriers in the implementation
of RtI on a broader scale. The themes throughout research regarding barriers to the
success of the framework included fidelity of application, misidentification and
overidentification of SWD, lack of knowledge, lack of PD, and time and resources.
Based on the concise review of literature, the need for research and to understand the
problem at the local level was confirmed. Throughout the literature review, themes were
identified that may lead to a better understanding of the problem at the research site.
Research is needed to understand teachers’ perceived needs in an effort to assist
and support teachers through the implementation and application process of RtI at the
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local level. Through the project study, there was an aim to understand barriers that
impede the fidelity of the framework and ways to assist teachers for successful
application. By understanding the barriers, PD, coaching, and ongoing support may be
provided for the success of the RtI framework.
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Section 2: The Methodology
Introduction
The purpose of this doctoral project study was to examine teachers’ perceived
needs to better implement RtI at the project study site. Through examination, I gained a
better understanding of the needs of teachers in an effort to enhance the fidelity of RtI.
The results of the study will be used to assist teachers and administrators with the
implementation of RtI for fidelity and effectiveness. The results may lead to
collaboration for problem solving, PD, or coaching to ensure a more fidelitous
application of the RtI model in the district. To better understand the perceptions of the
teachers, the following questions were used for assessment regarding the fidelity of RtI in
the local setting:
•

How are schools in one southeast suburban school district implementing RtI
to assist struggling learners and reduce referrals to special education?

•

What are the perceived needs of teachers to better implement RtI with
fidelity?

The interview questions were directly related to each research question and
supported by the theories of Rogers and Ely (see Appendix C). Each interview began
with demographic information on each teacher. To gain a better understanding of RtI in
the local setting, I developed open-ended interview questions that allowed teachers to
focus on the strengths and weaknesses of the framework based on their experiences
within their classroom. Several questions were specific to Tiers 2 and 3 of the RtI
process regarding students who are not making adequate progress in the classroom. It
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was imperative to understand how RtI is designed within the school and the classroom in
an effort to gain a better understanding of the teachers’ perceptions of RtI and the lack of
fidelity of the framework.
Research Design and Approach
I used a basic qualitative study design, which was appropriate to the effort to
better understand how the participants interpreted their current experiences with RtI and
the meaning they attributed to their experience (Babchuk, 2017). A qualitative approach
allowed me to investigate, through interviews, the problem in a natural setting
(Burkholder, Cox, & Crawford, 2016). A basic qualitative study permitted me to
thoroughly investigate the problem using a small sample size, examining participant
experiences, how those experiences were viewed by the participants, and the examination
of the RtI process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).
Description of the Qualitative Tradition
This project study utilized a basic qualitative approach. Yin (2015) defined a
qualitative study as representing various views and perspectives, occurring in a natural
setting, and involving purposeful or random selection of participants as well as the
collection of data that assist in explaining social behaviors. Qualitative studies may be
used to research experiences of people, emotions, social movements, and organizational
functioning (Rahman, 2016). The guiding research questions assisted me in
understanding how teachers were implementing RtI in the classroom to assist struggling
learners and the needs of the teachers to better implement RtI with fidelity with their
students. The basic qualitative approach allowed me to gather information from a small
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group of participants via interviews to better understand the problem occurring at the
research site.
Rationale for Not Choosing Other Qualitative Research Designs
There are various types of qualitative research. Of these types, I chose the basic
qualitative research design, which was the best fit for my study based on the problem at
the research site, how I would be investigating the problem, and the possible outcomes.
Qualitative designs not chosen included grounded theory design, phenomenological
research design, and ethnographic research design.
A researcher using grounded theory design aims to develop a new theory due to a
lack of theories that support, or ground, the existing problem (Tie, Birks, & Francis,
2019). Researchers using phenomenological research design seek to gain an
understanding of a phenomenon through immersion over a period of time (Neubauer,
Witkop, & Varpio, 2019). Ethnographic research design also requires the researcher to
become immersed in the setting and interact with participants in the setting over time.
Additionally, in an ethnographic study, the participants typically belong to a specific
cultural group (Yin, 2015). Due to COVID-19, it was not feasible for me to observe and
participate in this type of study.
A quantitative study was not chosen due to certain limitations. With a
quantitative study, the researcher cannot dive deeper into meanings and explanations of
participants’ perceptions; instead, a quantitative study provides a snapshot of the
phenomenon while measuring variables (Rahman, 2016). In this study, I aimed to
understand teacher perceptions of the implementation of RtI in the local setting. I wanted
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to gain an improved perspective on what might be missing in relation to RtI in the district
and how the district could better support and assist teachers in implementing RtI with
fidelity. A quantitative study would not have been appropriate for meeting this need, as a
quantitative study would not have accounted for how people interpreted behaviors,
perceptions, or actions (Rahman, 2016).
In this project study, I intended to use a limited number of participants without
becoming a part of the environment being studied. Further, I was not trying to develop a
new theory, but rather to investigate a problem by collecting and analyzing data to reveal
various themes and possible explanations. A basic qualitative study was the best choice
for this project study.
Participants
Participants in this study were 10 elementary teachers in a small suburban district
in Georgia who used the RtI framework to assist struggling learners in achieving
academic success or to facilitate appropriate identification of students with learning
needs. Using email, I invited individuals to take part in the study by sending a written
letter and a consent form (see Appendix B). Inclusion criteria applied to any teacher who
had experience with RtI and was currently implementing RtI at each level within the
classroom.
I had existing professional relationships with the participants that I had
established prior to the study. I was an employee of the district as an MTSS facilitator at
the time of the study; however, I had no direct supervisory relationship with the
participants. Before taking on the role of MTSS facilitator, I had served as a special
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education self-contained teacher, a special education collaborative teacher, and an inschool coordinator over special education.
Prior to each interview, I provided information about myself, and my time as an
educator, both in the classroom and as a district MTSS facilitator, in an effort to gain trust
from the participants, who were currently classroom teachers. I also explained my
passion for working as a change agent in this study, through which I hoped to support and
assist teachers with better implementing RtI in their classrooms. By offering more
information about myself and my passion for this study, I sought to create a sense of trust
and understanding with the participants. As a result of this effort, I felt that each
participant was more willing to share and that lines of communication were opened.
Before beginning participant recruitment, I requested permission to conduct this
research from the district’s special education director. I chose various elementary
schools within the district that I did not oversee in my current role as district MTSS
facilitator. Once I had been granted permission to conduct the study by the district leader
and Walden University’s Instructional Review Board (IRB), potential participant names
were provided to me by the district, with help from the school administration. An
invitation was then sent to 12 individuals requesting their voluntary participation in the
study. Ten of these individuals agreed to participate. The invitation and informed consent
form were sent to all potential participants, informing them of their role in the study and
indicating that participation was voluntary. If an invitee agreed to participate, a reply of
“I consent” was obtained via email. After 7 days, I checked my Walden email for
responses. I had received all 10 responses at that time, and I began contacting teachers to
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set up a date and time for each interview. After a date and time was agreed upon, I sent
out an invite with a link for Google Meet.
Once the interviews began, I wanted to ensure trust and maintain positive
relationships for this study. To build rapport, I began with a general introduction of
myself and welcomed each participant. I assured each participant that confidentiality
would be of the utmost importance in each interview regarding the concerns and
perceptions of each teacher. To protect participants’ rights, including confidentiality, I
explained that names of participants or schools would not be included in the study. I
clarified to each participant that I would use alphanumerical coding to identify teachers,
such as T1 for Teacher 11, T2 for Teacher 2, and so on. I also reviewed the purpose of
the study and reiterated the voluntary nature of participation for each participant. Finally,
before the interview began, I disclosed the participant’s responsibilities, procedures, and
risks and benefits of participating in the study. All participants were informed that they
would receive an electronic copy of the interview via email within minutes after their
interview was complete. Each participant was also informed that all interviews and data
would be secured and destroyed after 5 years.
Data Collection
The purpose of a research design is to support the research through evidence that
addresses the problem. The problem examined was the lack of fidelity in the ongoing
application of RtI, possibly leading to an increase in special education referrals. As an
MTSS facilitator for the district, it is my job to ensure that RtI is implemented with
fidelity at the school. Data for the study were collected through semistructured

28
interviews with participants. The questions were open ended, with follow-up questions to
gain a deeper understanding of how teachers were implementing RtI in the classroom and
the teachers’ perceived needs to implement RtI with fidelity better. Creswell (2012)
stated that an interview is a reliable tool for gaining insight on a specific topic and assists
the researcher in the exploration of phenomena in a one-on-one environment. Interviews
are a means of acquiring data from participants through their perceptions and
interpretations of the world around them—in this case, the classroom.
I chose interviews as the primary means of data collection over other methods
because I sought to gain a more in-depth view of teachers’ perceptions of RtI. Interviews
were conducted one on one with each participant, with guiding questions that pertained to
each research question. Each interview lasted approximately one hour. The interviews
were recorded via video or audio recording through Google Meet. After the data were
collected, I conducted member checking by sending the data to each participant to check
for accuracy. The data were then transcribed to begin data analysis.
Data Analysis
To ensure accuracy during data analysis, various methods were used. Creswell
(2012) stated that multiple sources of data analysis in a qualitative study include
summarizing, interpreting, and validating the information as an ongoing process to ensure
accuracy of the findings. Data analysis included a priori and open coding, categorization,
and thematic analysis. I used codes to translate the data for pattern detection and
categorization (Saldaña, 2016). Due to the small sample size, I did not use data analysis
software. I used a spreadsheet for my research log to assist with identifying the
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categories and themes and noted how themes emerged at different levels (Boyatzis,
1988). I also used a reflective journal as I listened to each interview several times in an
effort to explore the themes that emerged.
Rogers and Ely outlined a priori codes within each of their theories. Based on
Ely’s conditions of change, several codes anticipated prior to the study included
dissatisfaction with the status quo, lack of knowledge of RtI, resources, time, and support.
Rogers’s diffusion of innovation theory included a priori codes such as advantage of the
change, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability that might be observed
throughout the project.
The results of this study can be used by district leaders to develop PD and
coaching programs to assist with the ongoing, successful application of the RtI process.
Once barriers are identified, PD is necessary to address them; such PD should be high in
quality as well as ongoing for positive student outcomes (Swindlehurst et al., 2015).
Coaching can be used to further assist teachers with real-time support to overcome the
barriers that occur when implementing RtI in the classroom. Coaches are valuable
supports throughout the RtI process (Brown, 2016), and they also bridge the gap from PD
to practice. By shedding light on barriers and gaps in practice, this study increased the
depth of knowledge for further research on the problem and ways to implement
appropriate PD and coaching opportunities to support teachers. As the lack of fidelity of
the RtI process was understood, opportunities to support teachers through PD and
coaching began to evolve, which may increase student success and assist in the
understanding of how to make informed decisions regarding special education referrals.
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Researchers have shown that when RtI is understood and applied with fidelity, there is a
reduction in special education referrals (Kauffman, Hallahan, & Pullen, 2017).
Limitations
Qualitative research is not free of limitations, and researchers must be aware of
those limitations when conducting a qualitative study. By being cognizant of limitations
throughout a study, a researcher can reduce threats to the internal validity of the study.
An understanding of the limitations of a study also provides protection to participants.
Limitations of a basic qualitative study include the possibility of misinterpreted
answers during interviews, as well as the possibility that participants will provide
answers that they believe the researcher wants to hear (Rumrill, Cook, & Wiley, 2011).
Additionally, Creswell (2012) stated that researcher bias is a limitation that can be
avoided by utilizing and following a protocol. Researcher bias can be prevented in
various ways (Creswell, 2012). First, the researcher should include all data and
information that were collected. The researcher should interpret the data objectively and
follow the protocol set forth in each interview. In a study with a small sample size, the
ability to transfer findings across settings is also reduced.
Although there are limitations in any study, researchers can take measures to
reduce these limitations. The limitations noted were applicable to this study, as the
sample size was small and interviews were conducted. To account for these limitations, I
listened to each interview multiple times and used member checking throughout the
interviews to ensure accuracy and understanding. Member checking is a technique used
in research to explore the credibility of results through respondent validation (Birt et al.,
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2016). In this study, the member-checking process included sending written results of
the interview to each participant to ensure the accuracy of the participant’s answers, as
well as pausing during the interview as needed to ensure that my interpretation of what
the participant stated was accurate. I used member checking to safeguard participant
responses in an effort to assist in eliminating any biases that might arise due to my
current position in the district, as well as any biases related to the topic.
Data Analysis Results
Process for Data Collection
A qualitative case study is conducted in an attempt to understand a phenomenon
within a natural setting by reflecting the meaning that people make of their experiences
(Ravitch & Carl, 2016). The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain a better
understanding of the perceived needs of teachers to better implement RtI with fidelity.
Data collection included semiformal interviews with 10 teachers at the project site.
After receiving IRB approval from Walden University (approval #04-28-200520720), I emailed the teachers invitations to voluntarily participate in the study. After
volunteers were accepted, a consent form was generated for each participant with a
request for consent to participate. The consent form explained voluntary participation,
confidentiality, and procedures for the interview. After consent was signed, teachers were
emailed to set up interview times and dates.
Due to COVID-19 pandemic and social distancing restrictions, the interviews
were conducted via Google Meet, a virtual meeting platform. Interviews were completed
on a one-on-one basis, with a high level of confidentiality. During each interview, I took
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notes and verified with immediate member checking to ensure accuracy and
understanding of each answer provided. The interviews consisted of open-ended
questions to allow all participants to elaborate on their concerns and the strengths of RtI
based on their perceptions of the RtI framework.
Questions were constructed by the researcher prior to submission to the district’s
MTSS coordinator (See Appendix C). The MTSS coordinator reviewed the questions to
ensure each question was appropriate prior to beginning the process. Each question was
aligned with the research questions, conceptual framework, and guided by the literature
review of the problem. Each interview lasted approximately 45 minutes to one hour to
ensure time to adequately answer the open-ended questions and note taking by the
researcher. Each interview was either audio recorded or video recorded using the virtual
meeting platform for documentation and ongoing analysis. After each interview,
participants received a confidential copy of their statements to ensure accuracy and
reliability.
Upon completing each interview, I began organizing the data using the a priori
codes identified prior to data collection as well as open coding throughout the analysis.
The data were transcribed, and I reviewed each interview several times while coding.
Each participant was automatically emailed a copy of the interview per the agreement of
recording in Google Meet for member checking. A robust research study depends in
large part on the quality of coding (Saldaña, 2015). Coding takes time and repetition to
accurately encompass the teachers’ perceptions for quality research and the intended
project outcome.
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Findings
The findings from this basic qualitative study emerged from one-on-one
interviews with 10 elementary school teachers in a southeast suburban district.
Demographic information was collected prior to each interview. Each teacher was asked
their current grade level, numbers of years they have been a teacher, and the number of
students they currently have receiving Tier 3 interventions. The 10 teachers represented
six elementary schools in the district and grades kindergarten through fifth. The purpose
of each interview was to answer the research questions:
•

How are teachers in one southeast suburban school district implementing RtI
to assist struggling learners and reduce referrals to special education?

•

What are the perceived needs of teachers to better implement RtI with
fidelity?

Each interview was used to provide a deeper understanding of teachers’ perceived
needs to implement RtI with fidelity at the local project site. The analysis of data was
continuous throughout the study. The data were coded alpha-numerically as follows:
Teacher 1: T1, Teacher 2: T2, and so on for each teacher interviewed to ensure
confidentiality throughout the study. The goal was to understand teacher perceptions of
RtI and what may be needed to implement the framework better within the district.
The data from each interview was arranged based on the research questions and
prompt questions thereafter. The data developed from a priori codes and open coding,
which led to categorizing and, finally, themes that emerged from the data (Table 1).
Based on the data that developed from each interview, I was able to understand the
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teachers’ perceptions of RtI in the classroom, along with the barriers and needs of
teachers to better implement RtI with fidelity. The perceptions of each teacher aligned
with the purpose of this basic qualitative basic qualitative study.
The themes that emerged from the data collection and analysis were in alignment
with the two guiding research questions.
Table 1
Themes for Research Questions
Research questions

Theme

RQ1: How are teachers in one southeast suburban
school district implementing RtI to assist struggling
learners and reduce referrals to special education?
RQ2: What are the perceived needs of teachers to better
implement RtI with fidelity?

1. Lack of understanding of RtI

RQ2: What are the perceived needs of teachers to better
implement RtI with fidelity?

4. PD and coaching

2. Complexity of RtI
3. Unclear guidelines

5. Resources

The themes were developed from the responses to interview questions after data
was analyzed multiple times. Member checking was utilized immediately during each
interview to clarify any answers of the participants, as well as after the interview. Each
participant received a copy of the interview via email and was asked to review it for
accuracy. Each teacher stated that the questions and answers were accurate, and there
were no further comments or additions to any of the interviews. The final themes were
then constructed for each research question.
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Theme 1: Teachers’ Lack of Understanding of Response to intervention
The first theme, teachers’ lack of understanding of RtI, offered information
regarding the prior knowledge that teachers had of RtI and how the framework was being
used in the classroom currently. Despite having regularly scheduled meetings for Tier 2
and Tier 3 students of concern, teachers still seemed confused regarding the process.
When asked what types of differentiation are used for students, T4 and T7 stated that they
used differentiated instruction on grade level for all tiers, adjusting the level and amount
of work to the students. The participants described varying implementation procedures
based on their understanding of RtI at the local site. Teacher 4 stated, “I am just doing
what I am told to do as far as interventions go and what interventions I should be using.”
Teacher 4 also shared that she was not always sure how long students should stay in each
tier, as well as how to formally progress monitor, as opposed to monitoring progress for
understanding for Tier 2 as it has changed several times. Another concern of T4 was not
understanding how many students could receive support in Tier 2 and Tier 3. T4 stated
that currently, Tier 2 students receive support through Early Intervention Program (EIP)
and not in the classroom. According to the research district, Tier 2 instruction should be
4-8 students with support in addition to and aligned with the core academic and behavior
curriculum as designed by the state and district.
To better understand how teachers are implementing RtI in the classroom,
teachers were asked how they assisted struggling learners in the classroom. Teachers 1,
2, 5, 6, 8, and 10 stated they used flex grouping, which includes leveling all kids in the
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classroom into low, middle, and high groups. When expanding on the groups, T1 and T5
related them to high is Tier 1, the middle is Tier 2, and the lower is Tier 3.
Teacher 7 stated that changes occur every year and, with those changes, gaining
knowledge and being proficient with RtI seems to be “a waste of good instruction time
because another change will be implemented soon enough.” Teacher 7 also commented,
“I believe struggling students need help, but we are now told how to help and what
interventions to use without the understanding of why we can’t do what we have always
done to help students.” Teacher 7 also stated that she continues to help any student that
struggles by moving the student to Tier 2 and differentiating instruction based on the
student’s ability level. Currently, teacher 7 stated she uses computer-based interventions
that level students and move them through levels as they progress. She also explained
that to assist struggling learners, she creates interventions based on what has worked in
the past. Understanding a new concept is essential for the buy-in of teachers and for the
success of the implementation. When teachers do not understand why or are not bought
into a new concept, change within an organization is difficult (Ely, 1990).
Teacher 9 voiced her frustrations of not understanding Tier 3 in regards to
interventions. She did not fully understand the process of if a student was not showing
progress during Tier 3 why, for some students, interventions were changed, and for
others, a referral to special education was recommended at the meeting. T9 explained
that she gave the interventions and progress monitored with fidelity using the
interventions given to her. She expressed the lack of understanding when it came to Tier
3 meetings, who was invited, how often to meet, and what was on the agenda. Teacher 9
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stated, “It was my understanding at Tier 3 that we would explain to the parents our grave
concerns and recommend the student be tested for special education services.” She also
stated that RtI in the past looked much different. The meetings had fewer people, and
there was more discussion on the student’s struggles and how we could “get more help”
for the student through services within special education.
Teacher 6 voiced concerns that she did not clearly understand differentiation at
each tier under RtI. She stated:
It was never clearly explained, specifically for Tier 2, how to choose
interventions and how to record the progress. I like to do right by my students,
but when I do not understand the process, it makes it difficult. It is like I am
checking boxes. I believe that RtI is intended for good and for helping struggling
students succeed. I do not want to be the one that assists in misidentifying a
student because I did not follow protocol correctly.
Each teacher shared their understanding that RtI was for struggling students and
that instruction should be differentiated within the classroom; however, T4, T6, T7, and
T9 continued to discuss the “next steps after Tier 3 being special education services.”
Not understanding RtI in its entirety is confusing for teachers, and without sufficient
knowledge, fidelity is compromised (Sanetti & Collier-Meek, 2015). When teachers
understand why there are changes, the context of the change, and positive student
outcomes, their perceptions begin to change (Preston et al., 2016).
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Theme 2: Complexity of Response to intervention
Although RtI is not new to education, revamping it under the MTSS framework
and holding teachers, schools, and districts accountable for the fidelity has been viewed
as more complex and harder to implement than in the past. Rogers (1983) stated that if
an innovation that is introduced is perceived as too complex, then it is more likely not to
gain momentum and lose fidelity of implementation. T1, T3, T5, T6, T8, and T10
indicated concerns about the complexity of RtI. The teachers were asked several
questions in an effort to understand how they implement RtI for struggling learners in the
classroom. All of the participants felt that they were in some way, implementing RtI in
terms of differentiated instruction and providing extra help for students, even if it was not
being recorded or documented. Presently, the teachers are serving T2 and EIP students,
also called “bubble students,” in the same way, stating that the complexity of RtI creates
the misunderstanding in the difference in Tier 2 and EIP. The complexity also created
some confusion as to the location students were served. T1, T3, and T6 explained that
Tier 2 students received interventions outside of the general education classroom in EIP.
Teacher 1 shared that providing instructions at different tiers, documenting the
instruction time, and inputting progress monitoring in the computer was difficult with so
many students and so little help. T1 stated, “Between keeping up with standards, so
much testing, students in tiers, and meetings, I wish RtI was so complicated so I would I
have a clear picture, or map, of how to organize instruction.”
Teachers 3 and 6 stated they are frustrated with the amount people at meetings
and the complexity of the meetings, noting that, not only are they confused, but parents
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but be also. T3 and T6 also stated that they feel unprepared and unsure of what is
expected of them at meetings. T6 specifically said, “There are so many moving parts,
that I get confused what each meeting consists of such as team meetings, Tier 3 meetings,
special education meetings, and so on.” T3 stated that she “feels unsure about RtI
because it seems so complex and has many layers and moving parts.”
T5, T8, and T10 specified the complexity of RtI concerning outcomes. Each
teacher showed concern that the process was too complex and takes too long to identify
students for special education services. The understanding of RtI as a reactive framework
was apparent as each teacher stated phrases like, “move them through,” “fast track to
special education,” and “get the student more help.” Teacher 10 said, “getting students to
special education for the help they need is too difficult now and takes a lot of work.”
With RtI being viewed as a complex system, the fidelity is compromised when the
teacher does not understand each piece and how each piece fits together to assist
struggling learners and truly identify those needing special education services. The
chances of an innovation sustaining are increased when the innovation is easy to
understand and is compatible with the past practices (Ellsworth, 2000; Rogers, 1983).
Theme 3: Unclear Guidelines
When implementing a new idea or concept, the guidelines must be communicated
clearly through certain channels and concise for understanding and implementation
(Rogers, 1983; Wani & Ali, 2015). T1, T2, T4, T6, T7, T8, T9, and T10 expressed their
concern regarding the guidelines put forth by the district and the lack of communication
from the district to the teachers. Alahmari (2019) stated that implementing RtI is
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challenging for general education teacher, and clear expectations and guidelines are
essential. The participants indicated that when RtI was reintroduced under the MTSS
framework, the guidelines were unclear and did not seem consistent throughout grade
levels and even from school to school. The theme of unclear guidelines identified teacher
misperceptions regarding the process, time, duration, frequency, and progress monitoring
of interventions. The school district held monthly MTSS meetings and training sessions
for school coordinators representing each school in the district. Not all schools were
represented at each meeting, leaving some schools missing information regarding the
implementation of RtI under the MTSS framework. The participants stated that when
coordinators returned from monthly MTSS meetings at the district, they were not always
given the training or new information. T3, T4, and T10 specifically stated that guidelines
regarding Tier 2 and Tier 3 groups and protocol were not consistent and were not clear
when given by the district to the coordinators. When asked how students are identified as
need more support for Tier 2, T4 and T10 stated that they would consider grades and
meet with the assistant principal to inform her the students were struggling. Both
teachers did state that they did not understand Tier 2 guidelines for supporting students.
District guidelines state that Tier 2, as described in the Georgia RtI three-tiered model, is
a group of four to eight students receiving 15 minutes of additional instruction 3-5 days
per week for 9-12 weeks, with progress monitoring on a bi-weekly basis. The district
guidelines also explain that at Tier 3, there should be no more than three students per
group receiving intervention on the instructional level of the student for targeted areas.
The instruction should be provided five days a week based on the intervention protocol
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for duration time and progress monitored weekly. T2, T3, T4, T6, T8, T9, and T10 all
expressed concerns regarding the guidelines at each tier and how interventions should be
chosen, taught, and monitored at each tier.
Teacher 2 noted that, before the new implementation of RtI, most of her students
on Tier 3 “ended up in special education” however, she communicated that she is not
seeing the amount of referrals as in the past with the new system. She stated, “even if we
are not doing RtI completely right, we are seeing students grow and able to move back to
Tier 2 and even Tier 1, at times.” T2 also quantified that “the procedures and
expectations need to be clear to ensure that, not only are we helping students, but we are
following the guidelines and expectations of the GADOE.”
Each participant was asked what barriers, if any, were observed that would affect
the fidelity of proving RtI in the classroom. All teachers referenced the unclear
guidelines as a factor. T1 stated, “I have friends at other schools, and it seems that we are
doing and understanding different procedures when it comes to most of the process.” T5
indicated that she was not clear concerning the appropriate interventions for students, the
time for interventions, and progress monitoring. T5 stated, “I am confused about where
to find interventions that are approved and how to appropriately progress monitor to
show exactly where my students are academically or behaviorally.”
While all participants express concern for the guidelines and expectations, it was
evident that the teachers were implementing the process based on their best
understanding of RtI. Administration and district leaders are instrumental in ensuring
guidelines are clear and easy to understand to better support teachers and their concerns.
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Teachers need a substantial amount of support and clear guidelines when implementing
RtI (Hudson & McKenzie, 2016).
Theme 4: Professional Development and Coaching
Themes 4 and 5 strictly relate to research question two, although the other themes
tend to overlap research questions one and two. All participants indicated that PD and
coaching were needed to understand all components of RtI better, including but not
limited to choosing interventions, administering interventions, data collection, progress
monitoring, and analyzing the data for the appropriate rate of acquisition. T1, T2, T4,
T5, T7, and T10 stated that ongoing PD session is needed, but emphasized the need for
coaching from the district, observation of other teachers, and being able to try various
interventions for better understanding. Rogers (1983) diffusion of innovation theory
verified that opportunities for training, observing, and experimenting are necessary
components for change to take place. These opportunities for teachers come via PD and
coaching during and beyond the implementation phase (Ellsworth, 2000).
When asked what additional needs would support the teachers with the fidelity of
RtI, all stated that PD was at the top of the list. Throughout the data analysis of each
interview, the participants expressed a strong desire for PD and coaching to understand
better and implement RtI as it was intended. Effective training for pre-service teachers,
paraprofessionals, and in-service teachers is needed to effectively implement RtI and
improve student outcomes (Brock & Carter, 2019). Therefore, ongoing PD and coaching
are critical to the success of RtI.
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Theme 5: Resources
Rogers’s diffusion of innovation theory (1962) described the attributes needed for
change within an organization to succeed. Rogers’s (1983) explained that it is not the
people that change, but the innovations. Teachers need resources to make necessary and
effective changes that are required of them. Ely’s conditions of change (1990)
demonstrate that innovation without necessary resources to support the implementation
will be unsuccessful.
When asked what resources were available to assist with the implementation of
RtI, the answers were limited, vague, and all were very different. Teacher 1 explained
that one of her resources is staff; however, due to limited time, she trains her
paraprofessional to do the interventions. She also stated she is fortunate to have a fulltime para in her classroom. As far as materials, resources are limited unless the school
purchases supplies and interventions using Title 1 funds. She admits that often, teachermade games or technology are utilized to provide extra support for students.
Teacher 2 stated that she does not have many resources unless she purchases them
with a grant that she received for her classroom, and even then, she is not sure if they are
acceptable under MTSS guidelines. She said, “The county website is helpful, but we
need PD in all areas for the website, choosing the intervention, intervention delivery, and
so on.” T2 also detailed that time is a valuable resource, which teachers do not have
much of for everything that is required of them for state standards and RtI. “Having a
resource such as trained staff for RtI would help with the process, but the extra help
would need to be fully trained to help with RtI for the fidelity piece of the process,” T2
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articulated. Teacher 2 also explained that she enjoys seeing struggling students learn and
taking ownership of their learning. Still, in an effort to implement what is asked of each
teacher, resources are needed desperately.
Regarding resources, Teachers 4 and 6 replied that both see a lack of multiple
resources such as interventions, materials, staffing, and PD. Both also stated that finding
the time to work with the students individually is difficult while continuing Tier 1 and
Tier 2 instruction, as well. Teacher 4 explained if she had the materials to conduct the
interventions, she would feel more prepared for the student during intervention time and
the RtI team during meetings. T4 explained, “We have a very supportive administration
within our school, but they can only provide so much.” She also stated that with
appropriate materials and training, that time would be better spent on instruction. Teacher
6 also explained during her interview that she understands there is a 5-year rollout for this
framework, and under the circumstances now with COVID-19, things may take longer
and look a little different.
Teachers 7, 9, and 10 all stated that time, staffing, and materials are major barriers
for effectively implementing RtI. T7 explained that she does the interventions for her
students herself without assistance. She stated that “at times it becomes very frustrating
if I have 3-4 students in Tier 3 because then time becomes an issue. Having staff to help
with interventions would be a blessing.”
T9 had the same concern of staffing but stated that the Early Intervention Program
(EIP) teacher helps her with interventions when she can. However, there is no set time or
day that the EIP teacher does the interventions, only when she has free time. Although
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grateful for the help, T9 explained that students need the consistency and routine for
success, and teachers need the consistency for the fidelity of data. Teacher 9 also
explained that she comes up with materials for the intervention, as well as the
intervention itself, when a student is moved to Tier 3.
Finally, teacher 10 expressed her concerns regarding staffing and lack of materials
to perform RtI at the Tier 3 level successfully. “Because the students are so far behind, I
do not always have materials several grade levels back. Also, as an upper-grade level
teacher, I do not have support, such as a para to assist with interventions when I have
multiple students at Tier 3,” stated T10. With some Tier 3 students being so far behind
grade level, T10 stated concern for the amount of time needed for individualized
instruction and interventions. Having materials readily available does assist with
supporting teachers; however, time is always hard to find when teachers do not have
support and students need in-depth instruction.
Resources such as materials, time, and staff are needed to successfully implement
and sustain RtI with fidelity (Brendle, 2015; McKenna et al., 2014). When given the
appropriate resources, the fidelity of RtI is improved, and teachers are better prepared to
support students (Buckley et al., 2017). Even with little resources, it is important for
teachers to know the resources available and how to use them effectively.
Discrepant Cases
Throughout the data collection process, no discrepant cases were identified. I
ensured that the data collection was valid and was an accurate representation of the
findings during the data analysis. Steps were taken, such as interview transcription, to
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safeguard against any discrepancies throughout the study. Interviews were video
recorded and sent, along with transcription, to each participant for review and confirm of
accuracy to minimize any bias. Throughout the interviews, member checking was also
used to confirm and understand each teacher’s perception of RtI and how it is used to
assist struggling students in the classroom. Member checking involved stopping as
needed to clarify what a participant stated, as opposed to assuming the statement was
heard correctly. I also sent the responses back to each member after transcription as a
form of member checking to ensure that all responses were accurately transcribed.
Accuracy and Credibility
The information gathered throughout the data collection process must establish
accuracy through validity (Creswell, 2012). All data were carefully collected and
analyzed multiple times to ensure validity and accuracy. Interviews were recorded and
transcribed via Google Meet, and then each recording and transcription was sent to each
participant to check for accuracy. In addition, the use of member checking during each
interview, when needed, and after transcription, also confirmed accuracy. Member
checking was used to assist in eliminating researcher bias. Member checking is the
method of returning participant response for validation and to assess the trustworthiness
of the study results (Birt et al., 2016). There were no changes made during the member
checking by any participant or myself.
Summary
When a new system is implemented, teachers face many challenges, including
learning what may be a complex system, lack of PD, lack of knowledge, lack of
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resources, and unclear guidelines. In order to effectively implement a new system, such
as RtI under the MTSS framework, teachers need knowledge and ongoing coaching for
fidelity throughout the entire process (Alahmari, 2019; Brown, 2016; Castillo et al.,
2018). To ensure program and student success, teachers must be provided with necessary
resources, including interventions, time, materials, staff, and PD (Goodman, 2017). The
findings from this basic qualitative study provided valuable information regarding the
teachers’ perceived needs to implement RtI with fidelity at the study site. The findings
revealed that teachers need PD, ongoing coaching, a better understanding of the
procedures and guidelines, and resources to implement RtI more effectively.
The problem that drove this study is the lack of fidelity in the implementation of
response to intervention (RtI) under the multitier systems of support (MTSS) framework
in the local setting, possibly leading to an increase in special education referrals. To
better understand the problem and offer possible solutions, information was needed
regarding how schools were implementing RtI and what did teachers perceive as needs to
better implement RtI with fidelity. The findings showed a need for support in terms of PD
for teachers. In greater detail, the participants shared the need for (a) consistent
expectations regarding the process of RtI and the specific components of RtI, (b) clear
guidelines for each tier of RtI regarding moving students between tiers and what the
supports look like, (c) PD for understanding interventions and progress monitoring of
students and how to understand the data from the progress monitoring over time, (d)
ongoing coaching in the classroom for intervention delivery, and (e) resources such as
scheduling time for interventions, staffing, intervention choices, and materials to execute
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the interventions per protocol. Each teacher expressed the need for support from their
administration and the district regarding RtI. When supported by administration and the
district, along with consistent expectations, teacher buy-in has been shown to increase
and reduce confusion in the RtI process (Fan et al., 2016).
The conceptual frameworks of Ely (1990) and Rogers (1983) both applied
directly to the finding of this study. Teacher participants exhibited, through the data
collection, that they did not have sufficient knowledge and skills to implement the RtI
framework with fidelity. The participants also stated that concerns regarding fidelity
were time to implement interventions, resources needed, and leadership support, all of
which Ely found is needed for change within an organization. For the change to take
place and become sustainable, the findings revealed that complexity, trailability, and
observability are important areas when expecting change to take place and the change to
become sustainable as well. Based on Ely’s (1990) conditions of change and Rogers’s
(1983) diffusion of innovation theory, along with the findings of the study, a PD was
needed to assist teachers with understanding the RtI framework and how to implement
the framework with fidelity to support struggling students in effort to close the
achievement gap and for appropriate decision-making regarding special education testing.
Project Deliverable
The problem examined by this qualitative study was the lack of fidelity in the
application of RtI, possibly leading to an increase in special education referrals. The
purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the perceived needs of
teachers to better implement RtI with fidelity. The district where the study was conducted
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adopted the MTSS framework in 2018, thus re-evaluating and implementing RtI. For this
basic qualitative study, I interviewed 10 elementary teachers. Section 2 of this study
explains, in-depth, the research design and procedures used to collect and analyze the
data. The findings of the study clearly showed the perceived needs of each participant
regarding their lack understanding of RtI, the complexity of RtI, a need for clear
guidelines, the need for PD, and lack of resources to implement RtI with fidelity.
The research findings resulted in the development of PD for the district. The
project will include training on the components of RtI, including understanding RtI and
its components under the MTSS framework, the process of RtI and supporting students,
understanding interventions, analyzing data, and resources that are available to assist
them when supporting students. The PD training sessions will include the findings and
evidence from the literature on the RtI process, Tiers 1, 2, and 3, decision making, data
and data analysis, and resources. The expectations and guidelines from the district will be
included for a better understanding of what is expected from teachers, administration, and
the district support staff in each school. This will be included at the conclusion of this
doctoral project study.
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Section 3: The Project
Introduction
The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to examine teachers’ perceived
needs to better implement RtI at the project study site. After the data for this project were
analyzed and themes were evident, I developed a 3-day PD training session for teachers
titled The Success of RtI: It Takes a Village. The project is included in Appendix A and
was developed from the themes found through data analysis presented in Section 2, as
well as from the literature reviews presented in Sections 1 and 3. In this section, I
explain the rationale for why the genre was chosen, present a literature review, and
provide a description of the project and its goals, plans for evaluation, and social change
implications of the study.
The findings of this study indicated a need for ongoing PD with ongoing coaching
regarding the RtI process in the areas of understanding RtI and its components, the
resources available from the district, and ways to implement RtI with fidelity. By
offering ongoing PD and coaching to teachers, the district will support the teachers’
needs for the effective implementation of RtI. By engaging in the PD sessions, the
teachers will gain a better understanding of RtI and its components. Participants in this
study advised that faculty need PD to better understand the resources available, the
guidelines of RtI as given by the district, the framework or layout of RtI, and the concept
of RtI. The participants suggested that they would like to understand how to implement
RtI with fidelity better and that they wanted a better understanding of the framework. My
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review of the findings indicated that the teachers lacked understanding regarding RtI and
its components.
This PD project addresses the needs of the teachers in the district for
implementing RtI with fidelity based on the data collected. The project addresses
teachers’ questions concerning why we use RtI and the importance of the framework for
assisting struggling learners, as well as the correct identification of those needing
specialized instruction. The project also addresses needs stated by the participants, such
as the need for resources, the need for a better understanding of the tiers of RtI, the need
for coaching, and the need for ongoing PD for further understanding. The project will
provide teachers with a better understanding of RtI as a whole.
Description of Project and Goals
A 3-day PD project was created based on the findings of this study, which
indicated a specific need for PD focusing on increasing teacher self-efficacy through
collaboration during training, with follow-up coaching and professional learning
communities (PLCs). The purpose of the PD is to deliver targeted sessions, most of
which will be in a collaborative format to promote dialogue among teachers. The PD will
include K-5 teachers within the district via virtual learning (Google Meet) due to
COVID-19. If, and when COVID-related restrictions are lifted, the PD will be
implemented face to face. The purpose of the PD and training is to increase teacher
knowledge of RtI, provide clear guidelines regarding the process, and offer support
services to teachers on an ongoing basis.
The goals for this project are as follows:
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•

Goal 1: To improve clarity and understanding of RtI under the MTSS
framework.

•

Goal 2: To provide teachers with clear expectations of the RtI process at each
tier.

•

Goal 3: To increase understanding of the benefits of RtI for the success of
students and referrals to special education.

•

Goal 4: To enhance the fidelity of the implementation of RtI through ongoing
PD, PLCs, and coaching.

•

Goal 5: To assist teachers with the implementation of RtI at each tier and
during the decision-making process.
Rationale

Based on the findings of the basic qualitative study presented in Section 2, I
determined that a 3-day PD for teachers was an appropriate project for this study. The
study revealed the need for PD on RtI to assist and support teachers regarding the fidelity
of the model. The project will address the gap between current practice and how RtI
should be implemented. Based on the interviews with each participant and the data
analysis in Section 2, it was evident that ongoing PD is needed. Additionally, the review
of district records in 2018 indicated a need for PD on the implementation and application
of RtI. Although some training, on an as-needed basis, has been completed, the
consistency of PD is lacking within the district.
This qualitative study addressed the perceived needs of teachers to implement RtI
with fidelity. The data in Section 2 revealed that teachers were unsure not only about the
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process, but also about MTSS/RtI itself. The data analysis showed the need for PD in the
areas of what RtI means, Tier 1, Tier 2, Tier 3, intervention selection and delivery,
entering and analyzing data, and the decision-making process, as well as clear guidelines
and expectations. Participants shared that they lacked knowledge of EBI, the RtI process,
the fact that RtI is not a road to special education, and progress monitoring for
interventions. The concerns revealed were found in Theme 1: Lack of Knowledge,
regarding the processes of RtI. In relation to Theme 2: Complexity of RtI, the
participants shared their apprehensions regarding the meetings at Tier 3, the length of
time, the complexity of identifying a student for special education, and the complexity of
what is asked of teachers. In relation to Theme 3: Unclear Guidelines, participants
revealed that teachers’ perceived needs included communication from the district, clear
guidelines for Tiers 2 and 3, more consistent guidelines between grade levels and
schools, and guidelines for interventions. The teachers seemed to have a desire to
implement RtI with fidelity when given the guidelines and PD to do so, which was
indicated by all participants, thus generating Theme 4: PD and Coaching. Another
consideration of the data is Section 2 was identified as Theme 5, Resources. The teachers
expressed a need for resources such as time, materials, staffing, coaching, and PD.
Together, the themes from Section 3 indicated a need for PD regarding the process of RtI
under the new rollout of MTSS.
A 3-day PD session, along with ongoing coaching/PD, is needed for a better
understanding of the framework in its entirety. The problem will be addressed through
the content of direct training and collaboration through breakout sessions during the 3-
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day period. The PD training will address the results found in the data analysis in Section
2. The training will provide teachers with clear guidelines regarding the implementation
of RtI and will be designed to provide clarity concerning misconceptions of the
implementation of RtI at the local site. Because the success of RtI depends on teachers
engaging in collaborative PD, the PD will be collaborative, in the hope of improving
instructional practices (Castillo et al., 2016). The content of the PD will focus on the
history of RtI, the importance of RtI, the components of RtI, and the decision-making
process for students. Teachers need sufficient knowledge and resources, such as PD, to
implement a new concept effectively (Ely, 1990).
The overall goal of the PD will be to provide support for teachers to build
knowledge and self-efficacy concerning RtI in the classroom. The purpose of the PD will
be to form robust collaborative work environments that will advance the capacity for
change and gain buy-in from participants to facilitate change (Brown, 2016). As stated
earlier, there is a gap in the implementation of RtI that will be addressed through the PD
series and well beyond with the use of coaching and PLCs. PD in the form of training
essential to the effort to bridge the gap from research to practice (Gaumer Erickson et al.,
2017). Going farther than the 3-day PD will be critical in the application and the fidelity
of RtI.
Review of Literature
The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the perceived
needs of teachers to better implement RtI with fidelity. The literature review for this
section of the study provides the research foundation for the project, which consists of
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PD on the implementation of RtI. Teachers need to stay abreast of and understand the
changes rapidly being made in their profession, and staying abreast of current changes is
the critical enabling factor for transformation (Chai & Kong, 2017). Ongoing PD is vital
to the success of education and keeps teachers informed of current practice.
In this study, teachers indicated a need for ongoing PD to better implement RtI.
The findings presented a gap between high-fidelity application of RtI and current
practices. By using the research results in Section 2, a 3-day PD course was developed
for teachers in the research district. PD, as the genre of the project, is appropriate
because it can address the needs of teachers based on the problem of the study. PD will
provide teachers with the training they need to understand and better implement RtI with
fidelity.
Literature Search Strategy
To conduct the research, I used Google Scholar, EBSCO, Walden University
Library, Semantic Scholar, Science Direct, and ERIC to locate literature on PD in
education. The literature review was conducted to justify the appropriation of ongoing
PD for teachers regarding the process of RtI. The following keywords were used to drive
my search: professional learning communities, communities of learners, adult learning
theories, PD in education, PD teachers, virtual PD, PD RtI, PD teacher efficacy, PD
elementary teachers and RtI, PD education and training, coaching teachers RtI, MTSS
PD, professional development and self-efficacy, professional development and collective
efficacy, and RtI teacher training. I used a Boolean search to narrow my search findings
to articles from the last 5 years that were peer reviewed and available in full text.
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Adult Learning and Communities of Practice
RtI is a multitier system of support used to improve instruction for all students by
providing high-quality instruction and interventions corresponding with student needs,
progress monitoring, and data analysis for making educational decisions (Benedict et al.,
2016; Vollmer et al., 2019; Wood et al., 2016). As a result of IDEA (2004), schools
across the United States are adopting RtI due to the shift in methods, such as RtI using
EBI and progress monitoring at instructional level, that are used to quality students with
learning disabilities replacing the criteria of the discrepancy model (Vollmer et al., 2019;
Wood et al., 2016). The research district adopted the MTSS framework in 2018, and,
along with this change, revamped RtI using the MTSS framework for fidelity and
compliance. Through the process of implementation, it was noted, through district record
review, that the fidelity of the framework was being compromised. The findings indicated
a need for PD in the district.
The theories used to plan for ongoing PD included Knowles’s (1980) adult
learning theory of pedagogy and Wenger’s (1998) communities of practice. Knowles
(1980) coined the term andragogy to refer to the art and science of helping adults learn
(Chametzky, 2016; Loeng, 2018). Knowles believed that adults learn differently from
children and that learning should be a lifelong goal, extending through all stages of life
(Kelly, 2017). The main tenets of Knowles’s theory of andragogy are as follows: (a)
adults are motivated to learn as they experience needs, (b) learning is self-centered
through life experiences, (c) experience is the best resource, (d) adults have a need to be
self-learners, and (e) adult learners need individualized learning (Kelly, 2017).
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PD, PLCs, and coaching are important for ongoing teacher learning and
sustaining change. Each relates to Knowles’s theory of andragogy by allowing teachers
to experience learning through PD, share their learning and experiences with a PLC, and
utilizing coaching as part of individual learning. The theory of andragogy can be applied
to instruction in a face-to-face, virtual, or blended environment (Chametzky, 2016).
Chametzky (2016) also stated that andragogy is a significant component of virtual or
online learning. In PLCs, adults can learn from one another’s struggles and wins while
supporting one another and building self-efficacy and collective efficacy (Kelly, 2017).
Wenger’s (1998) theory of communities of practice indicates that people learn
through social interaction (Cuddapah & Clayton, 2011; Swanson et al., 2018; Warr
Pedersen, 2017). By participating in PLCs, teachers can interact with other teachers and
draw from their experiences and support. Wenger (1998) found that significant learning
occurs when groups of people interact informally over a shared interest (Warr Pedersen,
2017).
The communities of practice model has four components: community, practice,
meaning, and identity. The community is formed through a mutual interest. Members
share practices and collaborate on initiatives to support the educational environment. In
so doing, members make meaning of experiences and thus experience identity through
participation (Cuddapah & Clayton, 2011; Swanson et al., 2018; Warr Pedersen, 2017).
PLCs can assist and support teachers by encompassing the four components of
communities of practice.
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PLCs can occur in person or in virtual formats. The goal in a PLC is for teachers
to support teachers, learn from one another, and collaborate to improve student
achievement. PLCs also improve collective efficacy and pedagogy through engagement
and interaction of teachers (Warr Pedersen, 2017).
The two frameworks, andragogy and communities of practice, helped in the
construction of the PD by offering a better understanding of how teachers learn in various
settings. PD trainings allow teachers to improve skills building on what they already
know, what they want to learn, while utilizing collaboration and modeling for a hands-on
experience. In PLCs, teachers have the opportunity to learn more informally, discuss
strengths and weaknesses, learn new ways of teaching, and form relationships with other
teachers. Ongoing PD, PLCs, and coaching help increase self-efficacy and collective
efficacy. By increasing their self-efficacy and collective efficacy, teachers become more
confident with their teaching and student achievement, and learning increases (Durkson
et al., 2017; Prenger et al., 2019; Voelkel & Chrispeels, 2017; Yoo, 2016).
Professional Development
PD is a meaningful, lifelong learning process to enhance teacher learning and to
assist teachers in developing new practices for improved performance (Hairon et al.,
2017; Makovec, 2018; Osman & Warner, 2020; Prenger et al., 2019). PD is essential
systems-level training needed to implement and facilitate the RtI process (Castillo et al.,
2018). When effective, high-quality PD is known to increase teachers’ knowledge and
skills to increase self-efficacy and student outcomes (Gaumer Erickson et al., 2017).
Opportunities for PD in school systems are designed to provide support to educators to
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increase knowledge and skills for professional growth and enhancement (Flynn et al.,
2016). By participating in PD, teachers can transfer what they have learned to enrich and
increase their professional and instructional practices in the school and the classroom.
The PD developed for this project was based on the teachers’ perceived needs to
better implement RtI with fidelity and to receive support to provide RtI in the classroom.
The conceptual framework guided the project’s development, and the review of literature
related to the PD needed to increase the fidelity of RtI at the local research site. Both Ely
(1990) and Rogers (1983) found that for innovations to take place, change must occur
within the environment and the organization. For change to take place, teachers must
have a clear understanding of the innovation, why the change is occurring, and the best
practices for implementing the change.
Virtual Professional Development and COVID-19
Due to the current COVID-19 pandemic and associated school closures, virtual
learning environments, and social distancing rules, the PD training for this study was
created for synchronous and asynchronous delivery. Technology allows for PD to be
presented virtually while meeting the needs of teachers (Bates et al., 2016). Given the
uncertainty of when COVID-19 restrictions will end, the PD will initially be presented
virtually. It is my hope that in the future, participants may choose a face-to-face or
virtual option. Bates et al. (2016) stated that virtual and in-person professional learning
may be equally influential. The change to remote teaching, given the constraints of
COVID-19, required new models of PD and support for teachers while maintaining the
same important content of ongoing PD (Hartshorne et al., 2020). Even if presented
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virtually, PD should be ongoing, rather than a one-time event that does not lead to
changes in practice (Parsons et al., 2019).
The PD created for this project will include collaboration between teachers in
breakout sessions for real-time participants and discussion boards via Google Classroom
for participants in the recorded session. Collaboration can support school initiatives and
encourage teachers to view innovation as a continuous change process rather than an
additional task (Muckenthaler et al., 2020). Not only is virtual PD created due to
COVID-19, but research indicates that by utilizing PD virtually, it protects a teacher’s
most valuable resource, time (Salley & Bates, 2018). Time was a concern of the finding
in Section 2. The teachers stated that finding time for anything outside of lessoning
planning and instruction was difficult. By employing virtual PD, teachers also save time
traveling, it is convenient, the material can be accessed as needed, teachers can
collaborate with teachers from other schools, and take part in the specific PD that pertain
to them (Archer & Max, 2018; Bates et al., 2016; Parsons et al., 2019). Virtual PD can
be customized to meet teachers where they are in their pedagogical practice, specifically
RtI (Hartshorne et al., 2020). While the initial motive for virtual PD was COVID-19, the
benefits of online PD may be such that alludes to more synchronous and asynchronous
learning for teachers.
Continuous Professional Development
MTSS is structured as support tiered for all students through RtI and PBIS using a
whole child approach (Sailor et al., 2020). This study focused on RtI under the MTSS
framework, and teachers’ perceived needs to implement RtI with fidelity. To effectively
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implement RtI with fidelity, teachers must possess knowledge and skills on the
continuum of supports via RtI (Sailor et al., 2020). PD plays a vital role in ensuring that
teachers obtain the knowledge and skills to implement RtI and positively impact student
learning for all students, ultimately reducing the number of referrals to special education
(Gaumer Erickson et al., 2017; Vollmer et al., 2019). Effective PD should include (a)
focused content, (b) active learning, (c) collaboration, (d) modeling, (e) coaching, (f)
feedback and reflection, (g) be ongoing (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Desimone &
Pak, 2017; Thurlings & den Brok, 2017). The PD designed for this study included the
characteristics for an effective PD to provide training in a large group and continuing
ongoing PD as needed via modules. Each PD session and module encompassed the
characteristics of a high-quality PD on RtI. A well-designed PD will state clear learning
objectives and incorporate assessments of participant learning (Gaumer Erickson et al.,
2017). Assessments and self-reflection will assist me in understanding what went well
and where I can do better as I develop ongoing PD for the district. When PD is ongoing
and meaningful and offers multiple opportunities for learning, there is a greater chance of
renovating teaching practices and student learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
Self-efficacy and collective efficacy have been studied as an important factor that
influences student achievement (Durkson et al., 2017; Yoo, 2016). Ongoing, high-quality
PD research has shown to positively affect self-efficacy (Yoo, 2016). Researchers have
stated that when PD is effective, teacher self-efficacy and collective efficacy will increase
(Yoo, 2016). Collective efficacy, or shared beliefs, can help schools gain momentum of
implementing RtI with success, as Rogers (1983) believed. Collective efficacy of
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teachers can help spread shared beliefs of RtI and its success throughout a school and
positively influence teachers’ beliefs regarding the framework (Voelkel & Chrispeels,
2017). Research suggests effective PLCs enhance teacher collaboration and student
achievement. Some studies indicate that these communities also predict greater collective
efficacy, while others suggest teacher efficacy is predictive of teachers working together.
Although studies have identified effective, research-based PLC practices, how these
specific practices effect collective efficacy has not been thoroughly studied. This study,
using structural equation modeling (SEM), investigated the relationship between PLCs
and teachers’ collective efficacy drawing on 310 surveys from 16 schools in one district
that had systematically implemented PLCs. Our findings showed that higher functioning
PLCs predict higher levels of teacher collective efficacy (TCE). This suggests that
engaging and supporting teachers in PLC work, as this district did, can lead to enhanced
collective efficacy, which in turn can contribute to improved student achievement
(Voelkel & Chrispeels, 2017). If teachers understand and have sufficient knowledge of
RtI, the fidelity of implementation will increase. PD opportunities help increase teacher
confidence thus making adopting a new practice easier (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
A teacher is more likely to utilize instruction that he or she is comfortable implementing
and has the knowledge and skills of the content (Yoo, 2016). To implement EBI within
RtI, teachers should be confident and possess the knowledge of the RtI framework.
Professional Learning Communities
PLCs have also, through research, been linked to student achievement and teacher
collaboration and commitment, all of which are important aspects of RtI (Burns et al.,
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2018; Hairon et al., 2017; Mundschenk & Fuchs, 2016; Prenger et al., 2019; Voelkel &
Chrispeels, 2017). Although there is no universal definition of a PLC, there is an agreedupon description of what a PLC consists of. A PLC is described as a group of teachers
collaborating and learning from one another to advance knowledge and skills for valued
outcomes, including increasing student outcomes while removing barriers (Hairon et al.,
2017; Mundschenk & Fuchs, 2016; Prenger et al., 2019; Voelkel & Chrispeels, 2017).
PLCs are also identified with the increase of collective efficacy among teachers, where
during collaboration, the shift is from “my students” to “our students” (Mundschenk &
Fuchs, 2016; Voelkel & Chrispeels, 2017). PLCs can assist teachers with the
implementation of RtI by collaborating with one another to problem solve why specific
students may not be making gains and the next steps in the process. The higher the
collective efficacy of a group, the more effort the group will put towards reaching the
goals set forth and enhance teacher engagement (Durkson et al., 2017; Voelkel &
Chrispeels, 2017). With maximum effort from team members, we are better equipped to
bridge the gap from research to practice (Gaumer Erickson et al., 2017; Mundschenk &
Fuchs, 2016).
After PD training is complete, implementing PLCs for supporting teachers during
RtI implementation will be critical. While PD training is important and necessary, PLCs
offer support to teachers from other teachers and even from school and district leaders.
Common practices within a PLC include (a) shared vision and values, (b) focus on
student learning, (c) collaboration, and (d) sharing practice and supporting each other
(Hairon et al., 2017; Voelkel & Chrispeels, 2017). The common practices can boost
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teacher morale, enthusiasm, and a feeling of success when implemented, within a PLC
and, in turn, can influence student achievement (Durkson et al., 2017). PLCs can help
with problem-solving within RtI, identifying students in need of supports, assist each
other with choosing EBI, observe one another implementing interventions with students,
and assist with analyzing data for further decision making (Prenger et al., 2019).
Coaching as Professional Development
After PD training sessions, coaching is an essential part of implementing RtI with
fidelity for assisting teachers with choosing interventions, implementing interventions,
progress monitoring, and data analysis. Instructional coaching allows teachers the
opportunity to observe and receive feedback in real-time for an optimal learning
experience (Desimone & Pak, 2017). The different methods of coaching include virtual,
one-on-one setting, grade-level meetings, or school-based PD (Desimone & Pak, 2017;
Hartshorne et al., 2020). Coaching is also effective for improving academic instruction,
supporting RtI, increasing fidelity, and increasing student achievement (Wood et al.,
2016). The role of coaching is to provide individual support to teachers following PD to
assist teachers with new instructional practices (Wood et al., 2016). Because the fidelity
of RtI is critical, teachers may need one on one training, in the form of coaching, virtually
or in person, to gain an even deeper knowledge and understanding of the components of
RtI. If interventions are not utilized per protocol, student performance declines
(Hartshorne et al., 2020; King-Sears et al., 2018). Coaching gives teachers the
opportunity to practice skills with immediate feedback to improve teaching practices and
increase the fidelity of RtI (Dunst et al., 2019). In the findings in Section 2, most
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teachers stated they would benefit greatly, not only from PD but also from individual
coaching for intervention delivery from the district, whether in person or virtually for
support with interventions. When coaching teachers on using EBI, it is beneficial to
follow the five-step fidelity process (King-Sears et al., 2018). Table 2 gives a step-bystep explanation for coaching teachers through processes of intervention delivery.
Implementing coaching with teachers engages them in active learning and increase
the effectiveness of PD while offering frequent opportunities to practice and receive
feedback (Desimone & Pak, 2017). The perceived needs of teachers in Section 2 was to
also have one-on-one time with an intervention specialist to better understand the process
from selecting the intervention to the data analysis stage. Coaching also can be
individually tailored to a teacher or a small group of teachers, utilizing prior knowledge
and personal goals as a focus (Desimone & Pak, 2017). Teachers expressed a desire to
learn and better understand the RtI process through PD and coaching as needed.

Table 2
The Five-Step Process for Designing and Using Fidelity Protocols
Step
1. Model intervention

•
•
•
•
•
•

2. Share fidelity protocol

•
•

Description
I show. I do. I tell.
Talk as if with students.
Model (talk aloud about thinking process) what is being done and how
decisions about what to do are made.
Know what steps will be featured in the fidelity protocol; model each
step.
Sequence steps during modeling the same as will be shown on the
fidelity protocol, if sequence makes a difference.
Attend to nuances of an intervention when modeling, such as tone of
voice, nonverbal behaviors, or other verbal behaviors.
Emphasize rationale for specific parts.
Ensure all on fidelity protocol are the essential parts that must be done.
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•
•
3. Coach

•
•
•

Be clear if fidelity parts are yes/no responses about what behaviors =
yes and what behaviors = no.
Be clear if fidelity parts are ratings about what specific behaviors =
which rating.
Role play with practitioner prior to use in real situation.
Coach until practitioner is doing / saying things (+ using materials, etc.)
with high degree of fidelity (e.g., 80%, 100%).
Consider rationale for needing high fidelity: If low fidelity prior to using
in real situation, then why would one expect higher fidelity in real
situation?

4. Observe for fidelity

•
•

Use fidelity protocol when observing.
Calculate for fidelity.

5. Reflect with
practitioner; fade to selfreflection

•

Share results per fidelity protocol, including the calculations (e.g., 85%
fidelity for that observation; 60% fidelity for that observation).
Discuss what to maintain; what needs to improve.
Begin the five-step process again if low fidelity emerges.
Continue to observe and reflect, even when high fidelity occurs.
Fade fidelity sessions, but caution on eliminating fidelity altogether.
Shift responsibility to practitioner for self-reflections (when possible—
depends on intervention and corresponding fidelity).
Retain a focus on the intervention’s impact on the desired student’s
behavior.

•
•
•
•

•

Note. Adapted from “Measuring Teachers’ Intervention Fidelity,” by M. E. King-Sears, J. D. Walker, and
C. Barry, 2018, Teachers’ Intervention in School and Clinic, 54(2), p.91.

As with PD training sessions and PLCs, coaching is known to improve teacher
self-efficacy, leading to improved practices, and finally, improved student outcomes
(Glover, 2017). Figure 2 shows the connection between coaching, teacher outcomes, and
student outcomes.
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Figure 2. Theory of change for data-driven instructional coaching model. From “A DataDriven Coaching Model Used to Promote Students’ Response to Early Reading
Intervention,” by T. A. Glover, 2017, Theory Into Practice, 56(1), p.14. In the public
domain.
Structured opportunity for practice and ongoing feedback to the teacher increases
teacher knowledge in a specific content area such as RtI (Dunst et al., 2019; Glover,
2017; Wood et al., 2016). The primary components of coaching to increase teacher
outcomes include (a) emphasis on the learning environment, (b) modeling, opportunities
for practice, and feedback, and (c) the use of a formalized data-driven implementation
framework such as RtI (Glover, 2017). Ongoing PD and coaching are needed to support
teachers with a better understanding of RtI and how to effectively implement the platform
at every tier, especially Tier 3. The process of change for any innovation does not occur
instantly, but rather over time (Makovec, 2018). RtI under that MTSS framework is a
three to five-year rollout, and with ongoing PD, can be sustainable for years to come.
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Project Description
The project will be presented during the time allocated by the district for PD
sessions for teachers. Based on the literature review in this section, the PD will be a 3day collaborative presentation followed by the incorporation of PLCs and coaching
throughout the year on the RtI framework. From the findings in Section 2 of this study,
the PD will include the reason for RtI implementation, all components of Tier1, Tier 2,
and Tier 3, data-making decisions regarding testing for special education, and leadership
teams. Due to COVID-19, the PD will be live and recorded on the Google Meets or
Zoom platform. During the live presentation, there will be time for collaboration in small
groups. If teachers utilize the PD in the recorded session, discussion boards will be used
for collaboration. PLCs will be in the form of Google Classrooms set up by the district,
and coaching will be virtual one-on-one or small group sessions for teachers at this time.
Existing Supports and Resources Needed
Implementation of the PD project would require the support of school-based
administration and district support. Instructional coaches would also be an essential
component of the training, as they are sometimes involved with intervention delivery. As
an incentive and depending on the professional learning units (PLU) of the district, PD
hours may be given to each participant, if approved. Ely (1990) stated that incentives are
one of the conditions that assist with change within an organization. Teacher buy-in will
be essential to promote future PLCs and coaching to sustain the changes. At this time,
the training with being virtual. The participants and the researcher will need computers,
cameras, and Google Chrome to participate in the training. If face-to-face is an option in
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the future, the training could be held at the district office in the PD room. Additionally,
PLCs with modules will be created to support teachers by breaking down the components
of RtI into sections. This will be implemented in a Google Classroom created by the
district. Finally, virtual coaching will be offered to teachers for any individual needs.
Potential Barriers
Potential barriers that could affect the execution of the project could be the 3-day
timeline required to attend. Scheduling during the school year and COVID-19 with
asynchronous teaching in place may be a potential barrier as substitute teachers are not
readily available as in the past, nor have they had the training of COVID-19 in the
classroom. Another potential barrier could be that teachers may have attended previous
RtI trainings that were not beneficial, which may lead to the resistance of attending a 3day training despite the rich content. The key to success of the project is dependent upon
the buy-in from the district, administration, and the teachers. The project would also
need to be fully implemented for success, including the 3-day PD, rollout of PLCs, and
coaching for teachers in an effort to meet the needs of the teachers.
Proposal for Implementation and Timetable
The implementation of the 3-day training would take place during the 2020/2021
school year. The training would take place, possibly beginning in March with PLC
groups rolling out in April and coaching following in May. Prior to January, the purpose
and findings of the study and an overview of the project would be presented to key
stakeholders, our district MTSS department, and the curriculum department. Once
approved, the PD dates and times would be chosen by the stakeholders collaboratively. I
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would like to implement the PD again in late July for new hires and those that could not
attend the first training.
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Table 3
Proposed Timeline for Professional Development
Date

Task

Person

Deliverable

December 2020

Meet with stakeholders,
MTSS, and curriculum

School MTSS school
coordinators,
superintendent, MTSS
district dept,
curriculum dept,
researcher

PowerPoint
presentation

January 2021

Create invitation, send
to schools to distribute
to teachers via emails
with response to
researcher

Researcher, MTSS
school coordinator

E-mail

January/February 2021

Develop master list of
participants

Researcher

E-mail

Obtain start date from
district

Researcher,
superintendent, MTSS
district dept

E-mail

Share presentation and
all components with
stakeholders, school
MTSS coordinators,
superintendent, MTSS
dept., curriculum dept.
March 2021

Begin PD on dates
acquired from district

Researcher

Virtual (during
COVID-19), faceto-face when given
permission

April 2021

Begin rolling out PLCs
using master list from
PD sessions.

Researcher

Virtual through
Google Classroom
(during COVID-19),
face-to-face when
given permission

May 2021

Send out Google Survey
to teachers for
individual coaching and
begin scheduling
coaching sessions.

Researcher

Google Survey,
virtual through
Google Classroom
(during COVID-19),
face-to-face when
given permission
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Roles and Responsibilities of Researcher and Others
As the researcher, it is my responsibility to implement the PD effectively and, in
its entirety, supporting schools and teachers, as needed. It is also my responsibility to
communicate with the district, school MTSS coordinators, and teachers with information
regarding the project such as dates, meeting platform (virtual or in-person), and location.
The responsibility of the teachers is to be open-minded and actively engaged throughout
the PD. Teachers should commit to apply the RtI process with fidelity after the PD and
participate in the PLCs offered and coaching to further enhance self-efficacy. District
leaders and school leaders are asked to attend and support the PD, PLCs, and coaching
throughout the process. As I would like to implement the PD once per year, preferably at
the beginning of the school year, it is my responsibility to gain permission from the
district and school administrators for permission and dates for training.
Project Evaluation Plan
Formative Evaluation
Formative assessments are utilized to gauge the learning of a student during the
lesson while giving feedback to help students with future learning (Houston &
Thompson, 2017). The evaluations, both formative and summative, will follow the
Kirkpatrick Evaluation Method. The Kirkpatrick Model suggests a framework that
instructors can use to assess and evaluate PD (Turnbow, 2014). The model consists of
four parts: (a) participant reaction, (b) participant learning, (c) behavior, and (c) results
(Moldovan, 2016). Figure 3 shows the four levels of assessment, what each level
assesses, and at what point to administer the assessment.
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Figure 3. The Kirkpatrick model. From “Kirkpatrick Levels 3 & 4: They Know It, But
Are They Doing It?,” by D. Turnbow, 2014
(https://learningservicesucsd.wordpress.com/2014/12/03/kirkpatrick-levels-3-4-theyknow-it-but-are-they-doing-it/). In the public domain.
Throughout the PD sessions, a Kahoot game will be used as a short, fun formative
assessment to measure the knowledge of teachers at various points. Exit tickets will also
be used at the end of each day for immediate feedback to help determine if the learning
goals of the day were attained. The Exit Tickets via Google Forms will complete level 1
and 2 of the Kirkpatrick Model. The exit tickets will include four questions, as follows:
1. What is one important thing you learned in training today?
2. What is one thing you would like to know more about?
3. What would help make today’s lesson more effective?
4. Overall, were you happy with the presentation?
The tickets will be distributed via Google Forms for each participant to complete. The
tickets will be used to guide the instruction for the next day and re-teach any
misunderstandings.
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Summative Evaluation
Summative assessments are used to link the end of a learning experience with
student achievement (Houston & Thompson, 2017). At the end of the 3-day PD training,
participants will be asked to complete a summative evaluation. This evaluation will
reflect levels 1 and 2 but with open-ended questions for further feedback. Participant
reaction and learning will be assessed after the PD is complete, PLCs, and coaching are
in place. The assessment will take place approximately ten weeks after the initial PD
session. The summative assessment will be distributed via Google Forms with openended questions to better to understand the application and results of the PD. The 10week time frame will give teachers the opportunity to be back in the classroom and have
had the time to apply what was learned during the PD and through the PLC and coaching
sessions. The summative evaluation for levels 3 and 4 will include the following
questions:
1. Have you put any of the skills acquired to use? If so, how?
2. How has the PLC supported you regarding the RtI process?
3. Have you received coaching from a district facilitator? If so, on what specific
area of Tier 3?
4. Was the coaching effective? If so, do you feel more confident having received
coaching?
5. As a result of PD, PLC, or coaching, are you experiencing more informed
decision-making practices?
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6. Also, as a result of PD, PLC, or coaching, do you notice student growth, even
if the growth was not what we expected?
7. Would you say overall, your perceptions of RtI has changed because of PD,
PLC, or coaching? Please explain.
Houston and Thompson (2017) found that formative and summative assessments should
be intertwined for a quality learning experience for participants and opportunities for
improvement or worth of the activity for the presenter.
Evaluation Goals
The evaluation goals for this project are to use the information collected to
increase best practices of RtI, increase teacher self-efficacy, increase collective efficacy,
and increase student achievement. The formative evaluations will be used to gauge if the
PD was effective and the goals were reached each day, as well as any changes that need
to be made. The summative assessment questions are directly related to the goals of the
entire training and will be used to measure the usefulness of the training as a whole. The
summative and formative evaluations will be used for the betterment of future trainings.
This evidence may lead to the increased fidelity of RtI at the research site. The district
MTSS facilitators and school administrators, as key stakeholders, will be responsible for
supporting the implementation of the PD, PLCs, and coaching. Also, it is important for
the stakeholders to support the trainings that may enhance the fidelity of RtI while
improving students achievement and decreasing special education referrals.
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Project Implications and Social Change
Local Community
This project has the potential to positively influence social change at the local
research site. The goal was to examine teachers’ perceived need to implement RtI with
fidelity. As a result of the study, the potential for increased student achievement and a
decrease in special education referrals may exist. This project study may impact
administrators, instructional coaches, teachers, students, and parents positively with a
better understanding of RtI. The project may provide a deeper understanding of RtI by
providing PD, PLCs, coaching, and resources to implement RtI with fidelity in the
district. By providing PD, the hope is to increase teachers’ self-efficacy and collective
efficacy among teachers within the district. Greater fidelity and a better understanding of
RtI may increase student achievement and decrease referrals for special education testing.
Based on the findings in Section 2 of the study, teachers’ perceptions of the fidelity of RtI
detailed the need for PD and coaching in regards to the entire RtI process. Ongoing PCL
and coaching will be an impact on positive social change as well. Teachers need support
from one another, as well as from their leaders.
Larger Scale Change
In a broader context, I am excited to share the project with the district; however, I
believe the project has great potential for delivery in other districts and at private schools.
Walden University is committed to social change both locally and far-reaching. I
believe, since the national adoption of MTSS that many school districts could use this
project to increase the knowledge or RtI that may have been put on the backburner or not
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properly understood by teachers. With the adoption of MTSS, RtI has been brought more
attention than in the past few years and, with the use of RtI in the decision-making
process, the fidelity of RtI is great. The project study certainly has implications for
change in other districts that not only see an increase in special education referrals but see
a need for greater knowledge and understanding of RtI as a prevention system and to
increase data decision making for student achievement.
Conclusion
By implementing RtI with fidelity, districts may see growth in student
achievement and fewer referrals to special education (Barrett & Newman, 2018; CastroVillarreal et al., 2016; Kauffman et al., 2017). By having the opportunity for PD,
teachers can enhance their knowledge of RtI, improve self-efficacy, thus improving
educational practices to increase student achievement. This section of the study
addresses the finding of Section 2 as teachers needing PD for implementing RtI with
fidelity. Section 3 extensively explained the plan to implement PD via a 3-day training,
followed by PLCs and coaching for an even deeper understanding of intervention
implementation. An extensive review of literature on various types of PD was
conducted. Due to the current pandemic, a review of PD during COVID-19 was also
conducted to prepare for a virtual learning environment in an effort to gain the same
outcome as a face-to-face PD for teachers. The PD will require support from the the
district and school administration throughout, and after, the PD concludes to ensure
teachers have the support needed to better implement RtI. Although the PD is presented
as a one-time training in May, I would like to present it each year prior to the start of
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school for new hires and teachers that were not able to attend the first session. After the
PD training, PLCs will begin will teachers, followed by coaching sessions. The PD will
be collaborative whether the teacher attends the live session or recorded session.
Collaboration will be a key factor for the momentum swing of RtI. By creating PD and
PLCs, this project aims to improve self-efficacy and collective-efficacy of teachers in
effort to educate the in the successes of RtI when implemented with fidelity. Further, this
project can be used, not only by the research district but by other districts to help improve
the implementation and sustainability of RtI for successful student outcomes.
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Section 4: Reflections and Conclusions
Introduction
The purpose of this qualitative study was to gain a better understanding of the
perceived needs of teachers to better implement RtI with fidelity. The findings of the
data analysis showed the need for PD for teachers implementing RtI. The PD was
designed to increase teachers’ knowledge of RtI, self-efficacy, and collective efficacy.
The training focused on RtI at each tier, focusing on Tier 3 for selecting EBI,
implementing the intervention, progress monitoring, and data analysis. I designed a
training session titled The Success of RtI: It Takes a Village after assessing the data in
Section 2 of this study. The PD will be followed by PLCs and coaching for continued
support of teachers.
In this section of the study, I review and reflect on my findings, including the
project’s strengths and possible limitations, recommendations for future changes, and
directions for future research. The findings indicate the importance of using the
information obtained as a tool to increase the fidelity of RtI, self-efficacy, collective
efficacy, and student achievement to decrease referrals to special education, as well as the
value of implementing the RtI framework. In addition, I endorse the importance of PLCs
and coaching as ongoing PD to increase best practices for the fidelity of RtI. Finally, I
reflect on my responsibility as a scholar-practitioner concerning what I have learned as a
social change agent and a leader of PD.
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Project Strengths
A lack of fidelity in the implementation of RtI can lead to poor student
achievement and inappropriate referrals to special education (Regan et al., 2015; Sanetti
et al., 2019). The local research district displayed challenges with the implementation of
RtI. Participants in the study stated that the guidelines were not clear and the
understanding of RtI was lacking, especially at the Tier 3 level. One strength of this
project is that it was developed to provide teachers with a better understanding and clarity
concerning RtI at every level.
The importance of this project resides in its clear explanation of RtI and how the
decision-making process critically depends on the fidelity of the intervention and data.
Because Tier 3 is a legal requirement prior to referral to special education and IDEA
(2004) requires EBI as part of the decision-making process, fidelity is crucial. It is
important to note that PD must be ongoing through PLCs, coaching, and other PD
trainings. A variety of trainings were revealed in the literature review that are effective
and can help sustain changes in education. The various types of PD discussed are the
most supportive provided for teachers to ensure learning, collaboration, and application
within the classroom. The ultimate goal for this project is to establish consistency of RtI
in the county while increasing the fidelity of the framework. Another strength of this
project was the willingness of the participants to be interviewed and openly reveal their
perceptions toward the implementation of RtI in the district. The findings from the
interviews, along with the literature review, were of great assistance in developing this
training.
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Project Limitations
Research is not without limitations. This project was designed to change the
practices and perceptions of teachers. For teachers, changing current instructional
practice is not always easy, and in some cases, change is not welcome. The hope is that
through PLCs and coaching, those who are skeptical will see the benefits through
collaborating with other teachers and seeing intervention delivery through modeling.
Additional limitations may include the time frame of the PD. The training was
constructed for 3 days at 8 hours per day. Currently, as faculty are teaching both in
person and virtually, asking teachers to leave the classroom for 3 days may not be
feasible. Leaving a classroom for 3 days also brings up the possible issue of funding for
substitute teachers, as well as asking a substitute to teach asynchronously without proper
training. Finding time in a county calendar that may already be proposed several years
out could also pose a limitation. A 3-day PD would need to be implemented in the
county calendar several times a year in an effort to reach all teachers. Many school
systems propose and vote on the calendar 2-3 years in advance. Finally, because this
study had a small sample size, the data may not align with other districts, and the PD may
not be transferable across settings. Although there are limitations, the strengths of the
training outweigh them. By increasing teacher knowledge and self-efficacy, it is possible
to increase student achievement.
Recommendations for Alternative Approaches
This qualitative project study was designed to gain a better understanding of the
perceived needs of teachers to better implement RtI with fidelity. Based on the findings
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and literature review, a 3-day PD was developed to train teachers on the RtI framework.
An alternative approach to the training could be to create a webinar set up as virtual
classrooms where teachers view the lesson, respond to the instructor, and collaborate with
other teachers over the course of a week. Each training-day session could span the course
of a week, with discussion board posts throughout the week. Participants could view the
seminar as grade levels or individually and then post on the discussion board. Feedback
from the facilitator would be important in maintaining the personalization of the training.
Another alternative could be to implement a guide or manual for teachers that
could be included as an appendix in the county’s MTSS manual. Teachers would have
access to the guidelines, timelines, and resources of RtI on hand. Coaching would be
beneficial to ensure that teachers understood the content of the PD and the manual to
ensure the fidelity of RtI. Although the PD would be most beneficial as written,
alternatives can be applied in cases where PD cannot be delivered.
Scholarship, Project Development, and Leadership and Change
Scholarship
Having been a student at Walden University for my master’s degree, specialist
degree, and now doctorate degree, I have learned the value of being a lifelong learner.
My journey at Walden University has made me a better student, writer, and researcher.
Through this basic qualitative study, I have learned several qualities that I possess as a
scholarly researcher. First, my research skills and understanding of quality research have
not only improved, but have been fostered by a desire to continue learning and
researching educational changes to improve student learning. Second, through the
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process of completing my doctorate degree, I have developed a desire to teach at the
collegiate level in the future. Finally, I have a genuine desire to become a change agent
for my district and, hopefully, for others as well. I believe in my research and project
study and want to support other teachers in understanding RtI and the importance of the
framework. Scholarship is about being confident in oneself. Throughout the process, I
would second guess myself and wonder if I was conducting my study correctly. My chair
offered great encouragement and always supported me when I had questions or concerns.
My second chair, the University Research Reviewer (URR) member, and the IRB
committee ensured that I achieved a high quality of work and followed standards and
procedures.
Project Development
This project was developed based on the perceived needs of teachers regarding
the fidelity of RtI. My desire to make a difference in my district and to assist teachers
and struggling students fueled my desire to create a project that I could implement within
my district, and hopefully beyond. Knowing that this project could benefit my district, I
began to grasp the importance of quality research and quality PD. I believe that my study
will provide teachers with improved practices and a better understanding of why RtI is
important for appropriate decision making.
When I began my doctoral classes, I did not understand the magnitude of the
project from development to delivery. Understanding alignment throughout the study
was new to me and was not always easy. The feedback that I received from my
instructors helped me understand how to align a study and why the process is important.
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I am proud of this study and the project that was created because of it. I have also
learned a lot about my job in the district by reading scholarly articles for this study. I feel
more confident and equipped to not only do my job better, but also train teachers to
improve their practices. My experience throughout this project study has better prepared
me to create future PD or modules to assist teachers in the RtI process as needed. I look
forward to presenting this project to my district now and in the future.
Leadership and Change
Change is inevitable, especially in education, and great leadership makes change
easier. I have learned throughout my years at Walden, as well as in my career, that
teachers are more inclined to make changes when they feel supported. My goal is to
become a leader who influences and inspires others. As a servant leader, I enjoy
supporting teachers by listening to their concerns and their achievements, working
alongside them, and collaborating in all areas, including the problem-solving process. My
passion is to ignite passion in others, as I recognize that our careers change the future and
we must not take that lightly. With that passion, I desire to be a better leader within my
district. As an MTSS facilitator, I have the honor of supporting nine elementary schools
with the RtI framework. Walden University has prepared me to be a leader and social
change agent now and in the future. I want to be a leader who inspires others in their
work and their personal life. If implemented with fidelity, I believe teachers will see
improvement and the importance of decision making for students. RtI is important work
in educating students. I believe in this framework and intend to teach, inspire, and
support teachers throughout the process.
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Reflection on the Importance of the Work
My doctoral experience has required me to take ownership of my learning. I had
to dig deep to research and write in an effort to produce a scholarly project for supporting
teachers. I had to make sense of and connect theory, learning, and practice to create a
project that would support teachers with RtI. As a result, I have become a scholarpractitioner with the goal of enriching the world around me, beginning with my
community. The goal of my research and work was to make a positive impact on
teachers and students. I believe that this project will make that impact for teachers in my
district.
Prior to attending Walden University, I had been out of school for 18 years. I had
very little knowledge of scholarly research and how to approach it with current
technology. I had to learn the correct way to perform research and make sure that it was
legitimate. I learned what search engines to use and how to find scholarly, peer-reviewed
articles. I learned how to write in a scholarly fashion, and I learned what makes a MEAL
plan paragraph. The way of learning online was new to me, but I persevered. I have
gained an appreciation for qualitative research and the detail and research that go into
each study. The importance of this study, as with any study, is to inform and teach
people about current changes and making those changes for the educational benefit of
students. It gives me great confidence to know that I am part of the field of researchers,
and I have created a PD that can be used by my district, and hopefully beyond.
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Implications, Applications, and Directions for Future Research
The findings of this project study and review of the literature revealed a need for
PD in the implementation of RtI. Based on the project created, I believe that the fidelity
of RtI will improve for those who participate in the training. The implications of the
project also include the improvement of the RtI framework as a whole and appropriately
identification of students who may need special education testing. The findings in this
study revealed a gap between the current practice of RtI within the district and the
method of RtI as it should be implemented under the MTSS framework. The PD will
provide teachers with multiple levels of support, including PLCs and coaching after the
training.
One of the applications is to implement this project in the research district. I
would like to train teachers in other districts and possibly speak at the state level.
Additionally, the PD could be broken down into modules at each tier for teachers to use
when needed. If a teacher needed to move a student to Tier 2, that teacher would watch
the module pertaining to Tier 2 and the processes that occur at that level. If a student
needed Tier 3 support, the teacher would then use the module for in-depth training on
Tier 3 and all it requires.
The findings in the study and the noted limitations heighten the need for future
studies on the implementation of RtI. Due to COVID-19 and school closures, I was not
able to employ classroom observations in the study. The potential follow-up research
could provide better insight by observing teachers implementing each tier of RtI, and at
Tier 3, the process of interventions and decision-making. Further research could also

87
include larger sample sizes of elementary, and adding to that, middle, and high school to
investigate the fidelity and implementation of RtI within the district at all grade levels.
Conclusion
The problem examined in this basic qualitative study was the lack of fidelity in
the ongoing application of RtI, possibly leading to an increase in special education
referrals. This basic qualitative study examined teachers’ perceived needs to better
implement RtI with fidelity. As a result, a PD project was created to train teachers on the
implementation of RtI and support teachers with ongoing PD through PLCs and
coaching. Reflecting on the development of this project and the writing thus far, I realize
that I have become a scholar, practitioner, researcher, and project developer. I am
honored to say that I am a graduate of Walden University, and I appreciate the
importance that Walden places on social change. Becoming a social change agent has
inspired me to continue finding out what teachers need in terms of support and assisting
them in any way I can. My goal is to make a difference for teachers, and most
importantly, in the lives of children.
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Appendix B: Invitation
Dear Invitee,
My name is Michele Carrera. I am a doctoral student at Walden University. I am kindly
requesting your participation in a doctoral research study that I am conducting titled:
Examining Teachers’ Perceived Needs to Better Implement Response to intervention in a
Southeast Suburban District. The intention is to gain a better understanding of the RtI
process and the fidelity of the framework for properly identifying students with
disabilities.
The study involves one 30-45 minute interview in a one on one setting with each
participant. Participation is completely voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study
at any time. The study is completely anonymous; therefore, it does not require you to
provide your name or any other identifying information. If you would like to participate
in the study, please read the Informed Consent letter below, sign, and send back to me at
the following email: michele.carrera@waldenu.edu.
Your participation in the research will be of great importance to assist in social change in
ensuring that our district is properly identifying students while closing achievement gaps
for struggling students in the RtI process.
Thank you for your time and participation.
Sincerely,

Michele Carrera, Doctoral Student, Walden University
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Appendix C: Interview Questions
Interview Protocol for K-5th Grade Teachers
Date of Interview
Time Interview Began
Time Interview Ended
Demographic Information:
• Current Grade Level
•

Number of Years as a Teacher

•

Number of students receiving Tier 3 support

RQ1: How are teachers in one southeast suburban school district implementing RtI to
assist struggling learners and reduce referrals to special education?
•

Describe how you implement RtI to assist struggling learners in your school
setting.
o You mentioned you implement different tiers. What does support look like
at each tier?
o You mention you use interventions. Can you describe what those
interventions are and how you determine what interventions you will use?
How do you know if the interventions are working?

•

How is RtI structured at your school regarding staffing and support for meetings,
intervention, and progress monitoring?
o Who is responsible for structuring staffing for interventions?

•

How are students identified for needing more intensive support?
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o You mentioned Tier 1 and Tier 2 meetings for identification. What factors
contribute to identifying students needing more support?
o What data is considering for adding Tier 2 and Tier 3 supports for
students?
•

What types of differentiation is used to meet the needs of students for Tier 2
support?
o You mentioned leveled groups. How often are groups leveled?
o How many students are in each group?
o How are the interventions chosen for Tier 2?

•

Who provides intervention at Tier 2?

•

What types of differentiation is used to meet the needs of students for Tier 3
support?
o You mentioned a very small group. Typically how many students are in
each group?

•

Who provides intervention at Tier 3?

•

How does data drive the decision making for individual students at Tier 2?
o You mentioned the universal screener. What universal screener is used to
assist the decision making?
o You also mentioned MARS reports? What data does MARS give and how
is it used for decision making at the Tier 2 level?

•

How does data drive the decision making for individual students at Tier 3?
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o You mentioned Tier 3 meetings. Who is responsible for scheduling
meeting?
o You mentioned a team at each meeting. Who members does the team
consist of?
o You mentioned a quarterly review for students who continue to struggle.
What data is considered at the review?
•

What outcomes, good or bad, do you observe utilizing RtI within your school?

RQ2: What are the perceived needs of teachers to better implement RtI with fidelity?
•

What supports are provided to assist you with interventions in the classroom?
o You mentioned there is a lack of time and staff to assist you for students
needing individual and intense intervention? What supports do you feel
could assist you to ensure the interventions are done per protocol?

•

What resources are available to assist you with interventions for RtI?
o You mentioned a website provided by the county with interventions. How
do you utilize the website? Are the interventions helpful?
o You mentioned purchased interventions are minimal. What are some of
the purchased interventions you currently have available to you? What
interventions would you like to see purchased?
o You mention a lack of resources. What resources do you believe are
needed to successfully implement and sustain RtI that will support
teachers and benefit students?
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•

What advantages do you experience using RtI for struggling students?
o You mentioned when students are successful at Tier 3. When students are
successful, how are they monitored to ensure success?
o You mentioned that you notice a decrease in parent requests through the
process. Why do you believe there is a decrease in parents requesting
special education testing?

•

What barriers do you observe or experience that affect the fidelity of RtI in your
classroom?
o You mentioned time is a factor. Time related to what specific factors?
Planning, preparing, implementing interventions, entering data, or
analyzing data? Please expand on any and all areas.
o You also mentioned lack of understanding the process. What do you feel
would be the most educational way to assist you in a better understanding?
School-wide PD? Grade level PD during planning? Individual coaching
from a district coach?

